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The overall aim of the research study is to explore the role of the guidance counsellor 
in relation to autistic students in post primary school. As the fastest growing 
developmental disorder in the world (CDC 2020), the study aims to unearth the 
experiences of guidance practitioners and addresses a gap in research in relation to 
females on the autistic spectrum. 
 
An interpretivist paradigm using semi-structured, individual interviews was employed 
in this study, to gather the experiences of six guidance practitioners working in a 
variety of school settings. This helped to explicate the types of guidance counselling 
supports available to autistic students in post primary school, as well as identifying 
some psychosocial barriers that inhibit autistic students from accessing guidance 
provision. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic approach to data analysis allows for a 
critical appraisal of the primary data, and elucidates the challenges and opportunities 
that exist.  
 
The main findings in this study, illustrate that the guidance counsellor practitioner 
recognises autism as a life- long condition, with a broad spectrum of 
neurodevelopmental disorders.  They identified social, communication and sensory 
issues as problematic for autistic students in their care. Due to the anxiety experienced 
by many autistic students during periods of transition the findings highlight a need for 
CPD on progression routes to support autistic students to progress into FET, HE, 
employment and across the lifespan. 
The study illustrates, that the guidance counsellors adopt an integrated and holistic 
response to guidance counselling, which provides a multifaceted, flexible and 
available post-diagnosis support, to assist the inclusion of autistic students into the 
school environment. It recommends that this type of model is necessary across all 
secondary schools to support autistic students.  
Finally, a number of recommendations are put forward for policy, practice and 














Chapter 1: Introduction  
 
1.0.Introduction  
This chapter will introduce the research study within the context of relevant theory, 
policy and practice. It will present a justification for the study and the positionality of 
the researcher. The research methodology, aims and objectives of the study are also 
outlined. 
 
1.1 Context and Justification for the Research Study. 
This study aims to examine the perceptions and experiences of guidance counsellors 
who are working with autistic students at post primary level. International research 
undertaken by the Centre for Disease Control (CDC) indicates that autism is the fastest 
growing developmental disorder in the world (CDC 2020). This has implications for 
the education system. As a guidance counsellor trainee, the researcher is interested in 
unearthing ways that the holistic model of guidance may be applicable to autistic 
students.     
Irish policy makers have supported the view that the whole school approach is a model 
of good practice in the delivery of guidance counselling in the post primary sector 
(DES 2005a, 2009, 2012) and post budget 2012 the emphasis fell towards a whole 
school approach to the deliverance of guidance provision. According to the NCCA 
(2017, P.13) “The whole school guidance wheel” conveys the “continuum of support 
model offered within a whole school approach to guidance”. 
A whole school approach to guidance warrants collaboration in creating and delivering 
the whole school guidance plan (DES 2009,2012). According to the teaching council 
there is an expectation on the teacher to engage with each other in a manner that is 
“collaborate and supportive” and developing and supporting good practice and 
maintaining the highest possible quality of educational experiences for pupils (The 
Teaching Council, 2016, p.8). 
The Education Act, 1998 requires the Government to make sure that everyone living 
in the State is guaranteed “a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the 
needs and abilities of that person” (The Education Act, 1998, section 7a). The 
continuum framework of support model identifies, that students need a range of 
supports and interventions, moving incrementally from classroom based to more 
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intensive and individualised supports. The continuum of support enables the guidance 
counsellor to respond in a flexible way to the individual needs of the child. 
 
 
1.2 Researcher’s Positionality in the Study  
 
An interpretivist research requires the researcher to state their positionality 
(Thomas,2013).  Punch (2014) states that the positioning of the researcher in the field 
of their research is very important because their personal values, interpretation, 
judgement and empathy affect their approach to the research. Reflexivity in analysis 
and writing may offset some of these issues.  The researcher is a teacher with twenty 
years’ experience and student on the Masters of Arts in Guidance Counselling and 
Lifespan Development. She has studied about autism with The Institute of Child 
Education and Psychology Europe (ICEP) and attended CDP with AS I Am and The 
Cork Autism Conference (2019). The increase in the prevalence of autism coupled 
with some evidence of a gender bias (Dworzyynski et al. 2012; Gould and Ashton-
Smith 2012) prompted the researcher to consider the role of the guidance counsellor 
in supporting autistic students in post primary. The researcher will deal with reflexivity 
issues in the upcoming chapters where relevant. 
 
1.3 Aims and Objectives 
The overall aim of this study is to explore the role of the guidance counsellor in 
supporting students with autism at post primary level. The research objectives are: 
1. To review the relevant literature in relation to autism within guidance practice. 
2. To gain an understanding of the experiences of guidance counsellors who are 
working with autistic students in the field of guidance practice. 
3. To critically analyse the findings in order to identify recommendations for 
future guidance counselling policy, practice and research.  
 
 
1.4 Research Methodology 
For the purpose of this study an interpretivist/qualitative paradigm was chosen 
because it focuses on a smaller number of “in-depth analysis of perceptions” 
(Basit, 2013, p.14) and addresses the lived experiences of guidance counsellors in 
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a real-world setting. The interpretivist approach is founded on the premise that 
knowledge is socially constructed, all kinds of information is valid and information 
can be seen from many different perspectives (Thomas, 2013).Whilst the 
interpretivist paradigm suited the research questions, the researcher does 
acknowledge that there are limitations to this approach, these include a 
misinterpretation of information, power relationships and a narrow sociological 
perspective (Cohen et al., 2011).The semi-structured interviews were carried out 
with six guidance counsellors in a cross section of schools. Data was coded and 
analysed according to Braun and Clarkes (2006) thematic analysis approach to 
offer a flexible but detailed version of the data. Ethical principles underpinned the 
research practice to minimise threats to the quality of the data. 
 
1.5 Outline of the Research Study 
 
Chapter 1: This chapter introduces the research topic, the context and justification of 
the study, the researcher’s positionality, and the aim, objectives and methodology. 
 
Chapter 2: This chapter examines the relevant literature on the topic of autism in the 
context of the study. The information was gathered from a variety of sources including 
policy documents and research in the field of education, psychology and guidance 
counselling. 
 
Chapter 3: This chapter outlines the methodological approach utilised in the study. 
The research questions and the rationale for the chosen paradigm are explained. The 
chapter describes the methods used for data collection and analysis, and the issues of 
reliability, validity reflexivity and ethical practice.  
 
Chapter 4: This chapter presents the primary research findings under three identified 
themes. 
 
Chapter 5: The overall findings of the study are discussed through a synthesis of 
literature and primary research findings. This discussion is contextualised through the 




Chapter 6: The final chapter concludes the research by providing an overview of the 
research findings and evaluating its strengths and limitations. It puts forward a number 
of recommendations for future policy, practice and research. Finally, a reflection on 










Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.0 Introduction  
This literature review provides a critical examination of previous research relating to 
the topic of autism and the role of the guidance counsellor. The review accessed a 
range of resources including academic journals, primary texts, policy documents and 
research reports.  
This chapter is divided into three overarching thematic sections. The first section will 
define Autism and Asperger’s syndrome and examine some of the research available 
on the experiences of autistic females. The second will consider the challenges and 
opportunities for autistic people across the lifespan. The third section will examine the 
role of the guidance counsellor in providing “personal, social, educational and career 
guidance within a whole-school context” (DES, 2016a; p.7) to autistic students. 
 
2.1 Defining Autism 
For the purpose of this study it is important to begin by looking at the various national 
and international definitions of autism. The International Centre for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC, 2014) estimates that about 1% of the world population have an 
autism diagnosis. Autism is classified by the Diagnostic and Statistical manual of 
mental Disorders (DSM-5 2013) as a set of heterogeneous neurodevelopmental 
conditions, characterised by early-onset difficulties in social communication and 
unusually restricted, repetitive behaviour and interests. (Chuan-Lai et al, 2013). It is a 
lifelong developmental disability that affects the way a person communicates and 
relates to people around them.  Individuals with autism have atypical cognitive 
profiles, such as impaired social cognition and social perception, executive 
dysfunction, and atypical perceptual and information processing. They may have 
issues expressing emotions in a conventionally recognised way, inflexibility with 
change and difficulty adapting to new tasks and routines (Attwood, 2006). Autism 
often co-exists with associated behaviours that makes forming relationships, using 
language, and interpreting and responding to the world around them difficult (Wagner 
et al. 2006). Consequently, many people experience ongoing problems with finding 
and maintaining work (Bolman, 2008).  
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The first operational definition of autism appeared in the third edition of the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III 1980) and focused on impaired 
social development and communicative development.  The latest revision (DSM-5 
2013) adopted the umbrella term Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and has combined 
previous separate categories together without a definition of subtypes, and reorganised 
the triad into a dyad: difficulties in social communication and social interaction; and 
restricted and repetitive behaviour, interests, or activities (Attwood, 2015). This may 
not be helpful, because there is a danger that individual experiences of autism can be 
overlooked (Lawson,2019).  
Assessment of autism needs to be multidisciplinary and developmental, and early 
detection is essential for early intervention which helps the child move along the 
autism continuum. (Wing 1981, Attwood 2015). According to Chuan-Lai et al., (2013) 
comprehensive and targeted behavioural interventions can improve social 
communication and reduce anxiety, drugs can reduce comorbid symptoms, but do not 
directly improve social communication.     
The term ‘Asperger’s Syndrome’ refers to a particular profile of people on the Autism 
Spectrum. It was first included in the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV 1994) and considered as a mild form of autism. 
It is now classified as an autism spectrum disorder (DSM-V 2013).  It is named after 
a Viennese physician Hans Asperger, who observed conspicuous impairments in 
“communication and control of emotions and a tendency to intellectualize feelings” 
(Attwood, p.25). It is distinguished from classic autism because its symptoms are less 
severe. One of the challenges of the condition is that children with Asperger’s 
Syndrome have no physical characteristics to indicate that they are different, and 
having intellectual ability may lead others to have high expectations with regard to 
their social knowledge (Attwood, 2015).  
Unlike many autistic children, however, Asperger’s children do not evidence delayed 
speech, but their use of language is pedantic, with some children demonstrating an 
unusual prosody of language that affect the tone, pitch and rhythm of speech (Attwood,  
2015).The onset of their difficulties is somewhat later, and they more commonly 
experience motor deficits (Attwood 2015; Frith, 1991; Grandin, 1992; Klin, 1994). 
Although, individuals with Asperger’s often display strong logic and analytical skills, 
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(Firth,2003, p.163) the high functioning Asperger’s student maybe left to manage on 
their own. Relationships with teachers and peers can be difficult. Some children may 
become depressed as a result of their isolation and severe anxiety can be present 
(Carpenter 2019; Dean et al., 2017; Simone 2010; Attwood, 1998). 
 
2.1.2 Females on the Autism Spectrum 
Until recently the research indicated that boys outnumbered girls on the autism 
spectrum, but evidence is growing that the number of girls with autism may have been 
significantly underestimated (Hendrickx, 2015; Happe, 2016). This effects the 
research on autism which is written from studies based predominantly on observations 
of male clients. Consequently, women on the spectrum have slipped under “the radar 
of formal diagnosis” (Simone, 2010, p.9). In a meta-analysis undertaken by Loomes 
et al. (2017) the findings concluded that “the best estimate of male-to-female ratio 
from epidemiological studies is not 10:1…. but 3:1” (Carpenter et al 2019, p.11). This 
research indicates that many autistic females are undiagnosed or misdiagnosed 
(Carpenter, 2019, Looms, 2017), and that autistic girls have been “under -represented 
in in research, the media and popular concepts of autism” (Carpenter, 2019, p.12). 
This problem is referred to as ‘diagnostic overshadowing’ as parents, teachers, doctors 
may not think ‘autism’ if they see a girl who is struggling socially. Many girls on the 
spectrum describe masking or camouflaging their autism (Dean et al.2017).  
Clinical work with this client group tends to focus on “behavioural interventions, 
social learning and modelling” (Gould 2018 p.145). Gould (2011) suggests that 
underdiagnosis is a particular issue for women with Asperger’s Syndrome “because 
girls are particularly socialised into pro-social ways of behaving” (p.145). She 
suggests that girls may have learned how to model play without “an internalised 
understanding of interpersonal relationships” (p.416). This can lead to emotional 
distress with the girls acting between what Wing and Attwood refer to as ‘aloof’ and 
‘active-but-odd’ (Wing and Attwood, 1987).   
According to Attwood (2015) girls on the spectrum, may avoid social play with peers 
or be socially naïve, intrusive or dominating in the playground. While Kopp and 
Gillberg (1992) note that social differences may be shown in ‘clingy’ rather than 
‘aloof’ styles of interaction. Dworzynski et al. (2012) extend this point when they 
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pinpoint that girls more than boys need additional red flags such as intellectual 
disability or behavioural problems to get an autism diagnosis.  
Carpenter (2019) suggests that qualitative research exploring the experiences of 
autistic girls is needed to compliment quantitative research, to develop better 
interventions and to help girls on the spectrum to follow their goals. Research by 
Lindstrom et al (2018) cautions that the current under-identification of females on the 
autism spectrum, and lack of attention for their specific needs may have critical 
implications for their postschool success in academic or employment services.  
 
2.2 Career Development for Adolescents 
This section will look at theoretical perspectives on career development, 
developmental issues for adolescents and career decision making opportunities for 
students with autism. It will identify strengths and challenges for autistic students as 
they enter the workplace.   
Recent theoretical perspectives on career development such as the constructivist and 
narrative approaches emphasise an active role for clients as they construct their 
identities through their own career narratives (Savickas, 2011; Savickas et al., 2009; 
Watts, 1997). The constructivist model of career development looks at the individual 
within an integrated and connected system and “aims to work collaboratively with 
individuals, focusing on holistic approaches to life-career, and encouraging 
individuals to actively reflect on, revise and reorient their life-career relationship” 
(Patton and McMahon 2006, p.157). The model also places an emphasis on identifying 
strengths and hope in individual clients, but it is critiqued as time consuming (Reid 
and West 2011). 
Career theorists suggest that some adolescents by the ages of 15-16 years can take 
their interests and goals into account when making a career decision and have the 
necessary building blocks for decision making (Super et al. 1998). However, many 
adolescents are faced with questions related to making a career decision when they are 
simply not ready (Bassot et al, 2010). Therefore, active engagement in the form of 
self-exploration and planning for career decision making is crucial for adolescents to 
reach a congruent career choice while students demonstrating career undecidedness 
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can also benefit from social support in the form of career counselling or job shadowing 
(Hirschi et al. 2011). 
 
2.2.1 Career Decision Making for Adolescents with Autism. 
Career learning and development asserts that knowledge about careers is constructed 
through activity and interactions between peers, subject teachers and guidance 
counsellors were also seen as an important source of help in the decision-making 
process. (Bassot et al 2010). Preparing students who have additional needs to make 
life choices will need additional attention to their specific needs  
Bassot et al (2014) propose that teaching career learning and development to young 
people needs to be addressed at three levels: individual, community, social and it can 
be part of the overall pastoral care and teaching structure within the school structure.  
Barriers to education need to be investigated as they are often complex and group 
specific (Fabian et al.2009). School structures, curriculum policy and an inconsistent 
approach to whole school guidance can also impact student choices and future 
pathways (Hearne et al. 2016; Smyth 2016a) 
In the Irish context, inclusive education is defined as a process of ‘removing barriers 
to education through the accommodation of appropriate structures and arrangements 
to allow each learner to achieve maximum benefit of his or her attendance at school 
(Winter and O’ Raw, 2010, p.39). Nag (2014) argues that the guidance counsellor 
should strive to counter dominant and normative career choices in clients with special 
educational needs and also to enlist a number of appropriate interventions such as 
helping the client to recognise the evolving nature of his/her SEN learning, and 
focusing on study skills while recognising that some difficulties will persist. The core 
conditions of person-centred humanistic counselling (1957) adopted by Irish guidance 
practitioners is one type of intervention that can support a client to progress across 
their lifespan. The core conditions underpin  Egan’s (2014) three stage model which 
includes: (1) clarifying the client’s situation and recognising necessary changes (2) 
helping to identify preferred outcomes and goal setting (3) helping the client develop 
strategies to reach their goals (Egan 2014) provide  The National Disability Authority 
(NDA 2019) indicates that career guidance should be delivered in an individually 
focused person-centred way that has an understanding of training and employment 
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options. Hearne et al. (2018) states that counselling enables students to explore their 
thoughts and feelings, develop decision making skills and coping strategies to deal 
with potential behavioural or personal difficulties (Hearne et al., 2018; DES, 2005: 
Hayes & Morgan, 2011; NCGE, 2004). 
Lai (2013) highlights that vocational intervention is important for autistic people who 
are in transition into adulthood. The UK Institute for Health Care and Excellence stress 
that comprehensive interventions should immediately follow a diagnosis of autism and 
should be individualised and engage family members. Attwood (2015) recommends 
that a vocational assessment should be undertaken before the person leaves secondary 
school to improve co-operative skills in teamwork the art of conversation and 
interaction during work breaks. He cautions that although a person with Asperger’s 
may have a methodical workstyle that can result in accurate work, they might be 
perceived as aloof or anti- social. A number of studies suggest that psychosocial 
barriers are often experienced as more significant than the impairment itself because 
it results in employers dismissing the employee due to inappropriate behaviours (Mc 
Nulty, 2003)   
Chiang et al (2012) found that graduation from secondary school had the highest 
impact on the participation in employment for autistic people and that the odds of 
participation in employment were higher if the autistic student had high social skills 
and had received career counselling during their time in school. Lindstrom et al. (2012) 
describe how career aspirations for young people with disabilities are closely linked 
to the stages of forming a vocational self- identity. This is addressed in the PATHS 
curriculum under trial in the USA (Lindstrom et al. 2013; Lindstrom et al. 2018). The 
development of a personalized, vocational identity needs to be accompanied by 
personal development skills for the workplace (Hendricks 2010; Lai et al. 2011; 
Lindstrom et al. 2012). Certain within work interventions such as developing 
advocacy skills, communication and assertiveness training and executive functioning 
improve the likelihood of employment for young people (Hendricks 2010; Sung et 
al.2015). 
Bissonnette (2016) cautions that in addition to exploring interests career professionals 
must “understand how Asperger’s impacts a specific student or client and determine 
the type of work environment that will be most conducive to his or her success” (p.36). 
Shearer (1981) reminds us that a disability can be less limiting if the environment is 
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adapted to suit the range of people who are using it or if they have the opportunities 
to learn to cope with it.  
 
2.2.2 Strengths and Challenges for Autistic Students  
Individuals on the autism spectrum are represented in all types of jobs: accountant, 
administrative, chemist computer programme, writer, paralegal, website developer, 
teacher, warehouse worker, engineer etc. Some of the “top debuggers in Microsoft” 
have Asperger’s Syndrome because they “can hold hundreds of lines of code in their 
head as a visual image.  (Sacks, p.13). Other autistic strengths are ability to hyper 
focus on a task for an extended period of time, and having a high tolerance for 
repetition and routine” (Bissonnette 2016, p.37). 
Students who enter the world of work are affected by globalisation at multiple levels 
in which career choice is a non-linear lifelong process with numerous transitions 
(Blustein, 2008). Students will be expected to be flexible and able to cope with 
unpredictable changes and opportunities, (Blustein 2008; Savickas 2011). This can be 
challenging for all students, but particularly for students who struggle with impaired 
social conditioning and executive disfunction.      
The guidance counsellor as the specialist will need to probe the interest of their client 
because the pattern of restricted interests that is a feature of Asperger’s syndrome may 
limit them, they may be unaware of the “ career education programmes, work 
placement opportunities or senior cycle programmes (LCA, LCVP)  FET,HE and 
employment” that might be beneficial and play to their unique strengths (NCGE, 
2017,p.14). At a job interview an interviewee may have difficulty making eye contact 
or interpreting non-verbal signals. They may misunderstand the motives or intentions 
of people or presume that others share his perspective or understanding (Attwood, 
2015). The implications are that the autistic person may miss out on vocational or 
career opportunities and end up in a position that doesn’t stretch them or play to their 





2.3 The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Autistic Students Post- 
Primary 
This section will examine the literature relating to guidance counselling policy both 
nationally and internationally. It will demonstrate professional codes of practice and 
ethical standards set down by the regulating bodies. 
 
 
2.3.1 Defining guidance counselling 
Successive reports from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (1991, 1997, 2002) appear to contribute to guidance policy formation in 
Irish secondary education and guidance counselling (cited in Hearne et al. 2016). The 
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) refers to a 
lifelong element to guidance when it states that guidance counselling services are:  
 
“intended to assist people of any age and at any point throughout their lives to make 
educational, training and occupational choices and to manage their careers” (OECD 
2004b, p.19.) 
 
In Ireland, according to the policy literature, there are two strands to the guidance 
counsellors role in post primary education: the provision of guidance service to meet 
the needs of all students regarding their decision making and transition planning, and 
the development of curricular guidance programme within a whole school context 
(DES), 2005; IGC, 2008; NCGE, 2004). 
Guidance counselling is defined by the NCGE as: 
 
“a range of learning experiences provided in a developmental sequence that assist 
students to make choices (personal and social, educational and career) about their 
lives and to make transitions consequently on these choices” (NCGE, 2004, p.2). 
 
The National Guidance Forum (NGF 2007), incorporates both the OECD and NCGE 
perspectives stating: 
 
 “Guidance facilitates people throughout their lives to manage their own educational, 
training, occupational, personal, and social and life choices so they reach their full 




Thus, the purpose of guidance is to meet the needs of people at all stages in the life 
cycle, while also stating the importance of individuals taking responsibility for their 
own lifelong career development. 
 
2.3.2 Holistic and Integrated Approach to Guidance in the Irish Context   
The holistic approach of guidance counselling in Ireland incorporates personal and 
social, educational and career guidance (Hearne and Gavin, 2014; NCGE, 2004; Seed, 
1992), while the integrated approach advocates the involvement of the whole school 
community in guidance provision (DES, 2005a, 2012; IGC 2008). The holistic 
approach characterises the complex role of the guidance counsellor in Irish secondary 
schools (Hearne et al. 2016; McCoy et al. 2006).  
 
The Irish model of guidance counselling enables students to explore their thoughts and 
feelings, develop decision making skills and coping strategies to deal with potential 
behavioural or personal difficulties (Hearne et al. (2018); DES, 2005; Hayes & 
Morgan, 2011; NCGE, 2004). Indecon’s (2019) review of guidance indicates that 
secondary school guidance counsellors spend approximately 50% of their time on 
career guidance, but also a significant amount of time on other areas of counselling 
and it endorses this practice of the integrated model of guidance counselling (DES 
2019b).  
However, Hearne and Galvin (2014) articulate that there appears to be a lack of clear 
understanding of the roles, functions and outcomes of a whole school approach to 
guidance counselling. Although the DES has been influential in the evolution of 
guidance counselling provision it is still unclear as to what constitutes ‘appropriate’ 
guidance as stated in the Government of Ireland Irish Education Act (1998).  
 
2.3.3 Guidance Counselling and Autism 
Guidance is now strongly associated with educational and career transitions from 
school to further and higher education, training and the workforce (DES, 2005; 
European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network [ELGPN], 2012; Mc Guinness, Bergin, 
Kelly, Mc Coy, Smith & Timoney, 2012).The National Council Special Education 
(NCSE 2016) identified that guidance counselling played a key role in supporting 
autistic students who are undertaking transitions: primary to secondary and school to 
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further education. Transition is different and stressful and can be traumatic for autistic 
people between the ages of 11 and 25, if not handled correctly (Egerton et al., 2019).  
According to the DES guidance counsellors play a key role in “collaborating with 
school, management and staff in the planning, leading, delivery review and evaluation 
of the guidance service/programme and the whole school guidance plan” (DES, 2016a, 
p.7).The needs of students with autism are diverse suggesting that supports need to be 
individualized, reviewed and integrated across the lifespan. 
 
 
2.4 Conclusion  
This chapter has critically examined literature pertinent to the topic and a number of 
critical issues have been identified. The review has revealed that autism is a complex, 
lifelong, neurodevelopmental condition, and that students on the spectrum have a 
broad range of needs, that require an integrated, collaborative and holistic approach 
by the guidance counsellor. 
By identifying these issues, the literature reviewed has informed the researchers 




Chapter 3: Methodology                                                
3:0 Introduction 
This chapter presents the methodological approach underpinning the research study. 
It provides the primary and secondary research questions of the study and the 
underlying paradigm. It also includes the methods of data collection and analysis and 
issues of validity, reliability and reflexivity, as well as, the ethical considerations 
involved.   
 
3:1 Research Questions of Study 
The aim of this research project was to explore the role of the guidance counsellor in 
supporting autistic students within a post primary school setting. The researcher was 
interested in gathering data on the challenges facing autistic students, particularly 
females. 
 
3:1:1 Primary Research Questions 
Bryman (2007) argues that the identification of a research question is critical to the 
research design. Bell (1999) cautions the researcher to “subject yourself to rigorous 
examination of each question” (Bell,1999, p. 102) so that you will be able to clarify 
the aim, objectives and focus of your study. Bryman (2007), identifies that framing 
research questions is a difficult but a crucial component of research design. Flick 
(2011) states that good research questions are specific and lead to the development of 
focused studies.  
In the context of the current study, research indicates that there is a lack of data 
pertaining to females with autism (Carpenter, 2019; Looms et al, 2017; Simone,2010,)  
Autistic females are “undiagnosed or misdiagnosed” (Carpenter, 2011, p.11) and 
much of the research is based on observations of male clients (Lai et al, 2013). This 
possible gap in the research prompted the researcher to investigate the context of 
guidance provision for autistic students, particularly females, in Irish post primary 
schools.   Therefore, the primary research question asks:  
16 
 
What is the role of the guidance counsellor in supporting autistic students in post 
primary school?  
 
3.1.2 Secondary Research Questions 
To move from a broad understanding of this topic several secondary questions were 
also identified as follows: 
1. What are the challenges, particularly for female autistic students, in post 
primary school? 
2. What are the opportunities for autistic students to progress to further and 
higher education after post primary school? 
3. What type of training or CPD would benefit guidance counsellors to work with 
autistic students in post primary education?   
The next section will address the design paradigm which will be used to answer the 
design questions. 
 
3:2 Research Design: Methodology 
This section will outline the research methodology and discuss the underlining 
paradigm of the study. Thomas (2009) describes methodology as the plan for research, 
not just a description of methods used.  While Basit (2013) describes a paradigm as a 
conceptual framework to help the researcher organize their thoughts, views and 
practices into a logical whole. 
 
 
3:2.1 Research Paradigm  
The word paradigm comes from the Greek word paradeigma, meaning in broad terms 
a model that is unchanging (Thomas, 2013). It is a belief system that influences how 
a person perceives an issue or topic. In relation to research, a paradigm refers to how 
a researcher performs investigations and how the data conveys or explains phenomena 
(Thomas, 2009). Savickas (2011) noted vocational psychology during the 20th century 
rested on the epistemic paradigm of logical positivism but suggested it might be more 
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useful to the global economy if it were rooted within an epistemic paradigm of social 
constructivism.  
The positivist model is the most dominant paradigm in the field of social sciences 
(Cohen at al., 2011; McLeod, 2015). The central belief of logical positivistism is that 
the meaning of a statement is given by the method of its verification. Therefore, 
unverifiable statements are held to be meaningless (Cohen et al., 2011). The positivist 
paradigm sees social reality as observable and measurable with patterns and causality 
and the social scientist as an observer of social reality (Cohen et al., 2011). The 
difficulty with this approach is that it regards human behaviour as passive and the 
method is unable to answer many interesting and important questions (Cohen et al., 
2011). In contrast, the interpretive paradigm strives to interpret the world by observing 
the behaviour of its participant. (Cohen et al., 2011). It focuses on smaller numbers 
and in-depth analyses of human behaviour. 
 
3.2.2 Interpretivist Paradigm 
For the purpose of this study an interpretivist/qualitative paradigm was deemed to be 
the most applicable because the interpretive paradigm focuses on a smaller number of 
“in-depth analysis of perceptions” (Basit, 2013, p.14), and sought to addresses the 
lived experiences of guidance counsellors in a real-world setting. The interpretivist 
approach is founded on the premise that knowledge is socially constructed, all kinds 
of information is valid and information can be seen from many different perspectives 
(Thomas, 2013).  The similarities and differences of the participating guidance 
counsellors’ experiences were assimilated, which provided “a depth of understanding 
of social reality and individuals’ experiences in the natural world” (Thomas, 2009, 
p.75). Whilst the interpretivist paradigm suited the research questions, the researcher 
does acknowledge that there are limitations to this approach, these include a 
misinterpretation of information, power relationships and a narrow sociological 
perspective (Cohen et al., 2011).These were dealt with by engaging with my 





3:3 Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 
The fieldwork process in this qualitative study involved accessing, sampling and 
interviewing a sample of research participants, and collating and analysing the data.  
   
 
3:3.1 Access and Sampling  
Punch (2014) cautions that sampling is as important in qualitative research as it is in 
quantitative. The researcher must consider who they are going to interview, where, 
when and how the interview will take place. He cautions the interviewer that there 
must be “an internal consistency and a coherent logic” to the sampling process (Punch, 
2014, p.211). The participants, the events and the processes should align with the 
research questions.  
For the purpose of this research a snowball sampling was used to select participants. 
Hesse-Biber (2011) defines snowball sampling as sampling from a network of 
contacts, with one research contact leading to another. The purpose of this type of 
sampling is to identify people who know other people who are information-rich. Due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020 the researcher had to move from her 
preferred planned method of face- to -face semi-structured interviews to telephone 
interviewing. One of the advantages of this method of interview is that it enabled the 
researcher to select participants who lived at a considerable distance to her home 
during the lockdown. The researcher recruited the participants using a network of 
contacts and   inviting them to engage in the study. A follow up email was sent to them 
which explained what the research was about. If the respondents were open to 
engaging in the research the volunteer information letter, research privacy notice and 
participants consent form were emailed (See Appendix A, B, C).  
Punch (2014) cautions the researcher to be mindful that the sampling strategy is 
consistent with research purposes and questions. To fulfil this premise the researcher 
sampled a number to guidance professional across a range of educational settings. The 





























Catherine  F 2 2 LCA, TY  27 Catholic 
ERST 
2 Boys 330 
Nollaig F 6 1 Full 
Guidance  
27.5 DEIS 2 Mixed  369 
Naoise F 10 20 Business 23 but 11 
allocated 
ETB 1 Mixed  350 
Allanah F 4 3 English, 
Music & 
Religion 
33 ETB 1.5 Mixed  1,100 
Luna F 2 1 Guidance 37 but 22 
allocated 
DEIS 1 Mixed  500 
Jan F 13 12 History 32 Catholic 1 Girls  750 





3.3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 
The research interviews were conducted by telephone between the 12th and 27th of 
May 2020. Participants were provided with a pseudonym and the date and time of the 
interviews were recorded for future reference. The interviews took approximately 
forty- five minutes each. Punch (2014) suggests that the qualitative interview is a good 
way to explore people’s perceptions, meaning, and constructions of reality. The 
interviews in this research were useful for uncovering the story behind a participant’s 
experiences, as it is a form of “narrative knowing grounded in everyday experience” 
(Mc Leod, 2015, p.15). The method of data collection study was semi-structured 
interviews, by telephone using a standard format of questions. The researcher chose 
this method because it combined the structure of specific issues to be addressed with 
the freedom to follow up and adapt if necessary (Thomas, 2013). In contrast, structured 
interviews would not have allowed for flexibility, thus lacking depth and limiting the 
availability of rich data (Bryman, 2012).  A major advantage of the interview is its 
adaptability (Bell, 1999), but it is a subjective technique which can lead to bias. The 
interviewer may have an effect on the respondents, and analysis of the information can 
be time consuming as the data analysis can be messy and unmanageable (Basit, 2013). 
Furthermore, wording of the questions can be as difficult as questionnaires. Basit 
(2013) states that the interview “must be conducted with acute sensitivity and finesse” 
(p117). The researcher must not be judgemental or harmful to their participants, and 
they must be conscious not to impose their views on the interviewees. The researcher 
was conscious of her enthusiasm to unearth information pertaining to females with 
autism, she noted early in the interviews that it was imperative to be consistent and 
not leading in the way that she asked questions (Cohen et al., 2011).  
In this study an interview framework, with interview questions arising from the 
literature review and the researcher’s professional experience, was devised. It 
contained pre-determined open- ended questions (Appendix D). The inclusion of open 
-ended questions provided an opportunity to understand the topic in a different way 
(Cohen and Crabtree, 2006), and it had the added benefit of allowing the participants 
to explain and justify their responses without the constraints of pre-set categories 
(Basit, 2013).  The researcher was mindful that one disadvantage of open- ended 
questions is that they can generate irrelevant data because the respondent is unclear 
what information the researcher is seeking to expedite (Basit, 2013). The interviews 
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were arranged in advance so that participants could indicate a convenient time for 
them. An email was sent in advance of the telephone call outlining the purpose of the 
study, the ethical guidelines were outlined, and written consent to engage in the study 
was requested.      
Cohen et al. (2003) suggest that telephone interviews can be used to collect sensitive 
data as the threat of face- to- face questions about difficult or embarrassing information 
is removed. However, the researcher found that there was less opportunity to develop 
a rapport with interviewees and was challenged by the lack of visual cues (Garbett & 
McCormack, 2001). The telephone coverage was poor on one call which broke the 
flow of the conversation  (Carr & Worth, 2001),  and there was  potential for distraction 
of participants by activities in their environments due to  participants working from 
home (McCoyd & Kerson, 2006; Opdenakker, 2006). Skyes and Hoinville (1985) 
suggest that the interview call produces comparable information to ‘standard’ 
interviews. However, Cohen et al., (2003) cautions that there are challenges in 
recording the telephone interview or accurately writing down the answers. With 
permission from the interviewee, an audio recording device was used to record the 
interviews before they were transcribed verbatim by the researcher. This proved to be 
an invaluable research tool.  
 
3.3.3 Data Analysis Methods 
According to Merriam “the practical goal of data analysis is to find answers to your 
research questions” (2009, p.178). Coding is the process of classifying features of the 
data that relate to the research questions and in qualitative analysis there are two main 
procedures to coding: selective and complete coding (Braun and Clarke 2013). In this 
study the researcher used complete coding (which looks to identify anything of interest 
to the research question).  All the data relevant to the research questions was coded 
becoming more selective later in the analytical process (Braun and Clarke 2013).  
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach was chosen because the 
researcher believed that it would offer flexibility and had the potential to offer” an 
affluent and detailed, yet multifaceted version of the data” (p.4). It allowed for a 
structured analysis of the transcript data from the interviews within the timeframe of 
the study. As guided by Braun and Clarke (2006) the researcher immersed herself in 
22 
 
the data and became familiar with the breadth and depth of the content. Thus, the 
researcher promoted confidentiality while noting nuances and mapping emerging 
themes (Appendix G) This action promoted a fair and balanced position through 
reflexivity of the analysis (Bell,2010).  
 The phases were:  
1: Familiarisation with the data - following transcription the researcher familiarised 
herself with the data by reading and re-reading the transcripts. This provided the 
foundation for the analysis phase. 
2: Generating initial codes - in this phase the researcher generated codes to identify 
the most interesting or relevant features of the data. 
3: Searching for themes – this phase introduced the beginning of the interpretive 
analysis, which involved constant comparison to identify patterns in the data. 
4: Reviewing potential themes - here the researcher reviewed potential themes and 
identified connections across themes.  
5: Defining and naming themes - the researcher categorised and named themes linking 
them to the research questions.  
6: Producing the findings report - integration and interpretation - This final stage is 
presented in Chapter 4 and involves the integration and interpretation of the results 
from the primary data collected. (Braun and Clarke 2012).   
 
3.4 Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Research 
In this study, the aim has been to present the findings as accurately as possible to 
reflect what has been studied. An important component for attempting to do this is to 
strive towards validity and reliability.  Bell (2005) describes validity as a complex, 
involved process often with subdivisions that tells us whether an item “measures or 
describes what it is supposed to measure and describe”(p.104) Validity in qualitative 
research is connected with concepts and the researcher needs to show that their 
“concepts can be identified and measured in a way that they have claimed” (Basit, 
2013,p.64). In this study, the aim has been to present the findings as authentically as 
possible to reflect what has been studied, therefore the research adopted Lincoln and 
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Guba, (1985) model for validity:  credibility, dependability, confirmability and 
transferability.  
To ensure credibility, the researcher took great care to gather and interpret data from 
6 guidance practitioners in a diverse range of school settings. She selected participants 
who were outside her school setting.   Thus, the data becomes dependable and 
transferable, i.e. that findings may apply to other social contexts. Furthermore, the 
researcher transcribed individual interview data and checked contents for accuracy 
through respondent validation (Silverman 2014). In order to reduce and control the 
threats to validity and reliability the researcher used good techniques to attain, store, 
date, record and transcribe data accurately to improve validity (Cohen et al., 2011).  
Bell (2005) defines reliability as “the extent to which a test or procedure produces 
similar results under constant conditions on all occasions” (p.103). In qualitative 
research, reliability is a matter of being thorough, careful and honest in carrying out 
research (Robson, 2002 p.176).  Cohen at al. (2011) argue that a reliable instrument 
for a piece of research will yield similar data from respondents over time. The 
researcher took great care with the wording of open interview questions, checking and 
re-checking with her supervisor before the framework for interview was agreed upon. 
The interviews were carefully plotted and structured and the researcher recorded the 
interview to validate that the information was not “invented, falsified or distorted” 
(Basit, 2013, p.116).  The recorded information was transcribed after each interview 
and the answers were coded.  
Transferability is the extent to which data may be applied to other contexts. 
Consequently, thick descriptions of the time and context of the study is provided to 
argue for typicality to other similar contexts (Lincoln and Guba 1985).   
Finally, confirmability is the last criterion of trustworthiness that a qualitative 
researcher must establish. This criterion has to do with the level confidence that the 
research study’s findings are based on participants narratives and words rather than 
potential researchers bias. Participants were forwarded their transcripts on the 1st June 
to validate the accuracy of the content and to ensure that the interviewees voice was 
truly reflected from their own (Punch 2001).Basit (2013) cautions that it is not possible 
to eliminate bias but the skilful researcher will keep an open mind about the 





In qualitative research the personal commitment and reflexivity of the researcher are 
valued (Robson and McCartan,2016). McLeod (2010) argues that it is important to 
describe your professional background and any pre-existing assumptions or 
experiences to be transparent regarding any potential bias. The researcher 
acknowledges that she is part of the social world that she is researching and that the 
personal experience of having a child with autism may lead to bias. To offset this a 
reflexive approach was adopted. This led the researcher to engage in a process of 
“internal dialogue” and “critical self-evaluation” as well as recognition and 
acknowledgement that this position may affect the research process and outcome 
(Basit, 2013, p.70).In the context of this study, the researcher was aware that she was  
particularly interested in experiences of autistic females in school. However, she 
allowed the interviewees to speak about their experiences, then she engaged in critical 
reflexivity, through writing notes, keeping a reflective diary and regularly engaging in 
discourse with her supervisor. (Appendix F). When researchers record notes, reflect 
on personal experiences and consider how those experiences may shape their 
interpretation of result then sufficient reflexivity has occurred (Creswell and Creswell 
2018).   
 
3.6 Ethical Considerations in the Study 
Punch (2014) describes ethics as the study of what is good, right or virtuous, and 
research ethics as a particular branch of ethics with a focus on ‘planning conducting, 
communicating and follow up research’ (p. 58). This section will address the ethical 
issues involved in all stages of this research study (Robson and McCartan, 2016).  
In the guidance profession, Hearne (2009) and Swain (2006) view ethics as “an active 
process of discretionary decision making, deliberate judgement and professional 
reflexivity” (cited in Hearne, 2013, p.4). Ethical judgement was applied in this study 
to minimise threats which would undermine the credibility of the researcher’s 
findings.   Punch (1994) summarises the main ethical issues in social research as 
“harm, consent, deception, privacy and confidentiality of data” (Punch,1994, p.58). In 
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guidance counselling for our research to be credible, trustworthy and scholarly, we 
must be clear about the context, methodology, motivations and ethical issues involved 
(Hearne, 2013). Cohen et al., (2011) point out the importance of being sensitive to 
ethical issues when undertaking qualitative research where the researcher may have 
access to information which is usually private or invisible. The researcher was 
conscious of this during the study when one participant spoke about her personal as 
well as professional experience of autism. 
Ethical regulations that guide our research occurs on three levels: legislative, 
professional and personal, and all were considered by the researcher in order to 
safeguard the trustworthiness of this study (Cohen et al., 2011).To begin, this study 
adhered to the ethical guidelines of the University of Limerick’s Faculty of Education 
and Health Science and gained ethical approval on 17th February 2020.A number of 
statutory and professional guidelines were also adhered to which provided clear 
boundaries for the collection, recording, and storing of the data, i.e. Data Protection 
Act (1998); Institute of Guidance Counsellors (IGC, (2012) Code of Ethics and the 
National Centre for Guidance (NCGE, 2008) Research Code of Ethics. These 
guidelines provided the framework to create trust in the study. 
Hearne (2013) suggests that the researcher also needs to bring “an ethically reflexive 
attitude to their research by respecting boundaries” (p.6). Culley and Bond (2011) state 
that guidance counsellors have the ability to carry out authentic and valuable research. 
In their training to become skilled helpers they have developed valuable skills such as 
trust, respect, competence and accountability in their work. The researcher adhered to 
these values when she outlined “clear, comprehensive information on the planned 
research and its nature in order to allow participants to give their informed consent to 
participating in the interview” (Cohen et al., 2011, p.50). Participants were invited into 
the study, appropriate documents for consent were used and the interviewee had the 
right to withdraw from the study. To protect confidentiality of the participants the 







This chapter has outlined the methodology underpinning the research study. It 
explored the method of data collection and analysis, and discussed validity, reliability 
and ethical issues in relation to this research. Chapter 4 will convey the main findings 




Chapter Four: Data Analysis and Findings 
 
4:0 Introduction 
This chapter conveys the main findings of the research and delineated by Braun and 
Clarkes (2006) six phase thematic analysis approach. The researcher chose this 
method of analysis to demonstrate the ‘active role’ she played in identifying patterns 
and themes 
 
4:1 Overarching Themes  
Three overarching themes were identified in the qualitative findings with several sub- 
themes illustrated in figure. The overarching themes are:  
Theme 1: Guidance Counsellors understanding of working with autistic students in 
post primary.  
Theme 2: Educating autistic students for the Lifespan. 
Theme 3: Collaboration with stakeholders. 
 
 
4:2.1 Theme 1: Guidance counsellors Understanding of Working with Autistic 
students in Post Primary. 
The first overarching theme addresses the participants understanding of autism. 
Within this section there are two sub themes: 
1. Guidance counsellors understand and experience of working with autistic 
students. 
2. Barriers for autistic students when accessing the delivery of the Whole School 
Guidance Service. 
 
4.2.2 Participants Understanding of Autism 
Many participants in this study noted that autism is a broad term and it is a difficult to 
define the condition. They understood that those who were diagnosed with autism 
were on a spectrum; some students were termed as high functioning while others were 
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low functioning. The participants were able to identify some of the characteristics of 
autism such as social impairment, difficulties in reading social cues, rigid thinking, 
challenges around communication and peer friendships. Many classified underlying 
conditions such as ADHD, Mild General Learning Disability or Dyspraxia. For 
example, Jan who has been working as a guidance counsellor for 13 years stated:   
“My understanding would be that students would have social issues, 
communication issues, that the students could be non-verbal or that they could 
be able to function quiet well in society and in the school setting but with some 
needs that would have to be worked with” (Jan) 
According to Leslie “It is a condition where a student struggles with a social situation, 
finds it hard to mix with other kids. ASD students may have underlying conditions such 
as a Mild Learning Disability” 
Some of the participants described the autistic student as more than their diagnosis, 
they spoke about the importance of sitting with them, learning how they cope and 
manage their autism and taking the time to get to know them. This holistic way of 
engaging with autistic students was described by two participants:   
“The way I look at it for me it is no different for me dealing with any other 
student. So, I take the child the very same as I take any other child coming into 
me and find out where they are at and work with them.” (Naoise) 
“When I sit with an individual and get to know them you get to know how they 
manage, you get to know how they cope, you get to know how you can interact 
with them and how you can’t interact…” (Nollaig) 
 
The findings are that the practitioner participants engage in a range of social, 
emotional and vocational guidance, in one to one guidance sessions and in classroom- 
based activities. Jan described working with students on  
“social skills, issues with friendships, developing relationships, developing 
relationships with teachers, boundaries maybe depending on how their 
behaviour is, sometimes learned behaviour, negative behaviour”. (Jan) 
 
4.2.3 Access Barriers for Autistic Students  
In the context of whole school guidance, some of the participants identified that there 
were no barriers for autistic students in accessing their school’s guidance service, 
while others were more circumspect and intimated that they had little or no interaction 
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with autistic students until they reached the one-to -one guidance sessions at Senior 
Cycle. Some of the participants had allocated professional time working with autistic 
students in mainstream classes and in ASD units, while others had no remit in special 
classes or the ASD unit. A number of the participants divulged that they would like to 
deliver a better quality of service to autistic students, but there were factors which 
mitigated against this provision, such as an understanding of the needs of autistic 
students, and the allocation of guidance provision.  
Jan noted that her school has integrated guidance into the special education class:   
“In the past there were barriers….now the students would have access to not 
1 but 2 guidance counsellors where they would have one-to-one contact with 
them but certainly in the past the students wouldn’t have any access and 
wouldn’t have any vocational preparation or preparation for when they leave 
school or moving on from the special class into post leaving certificate, post 
their school and post their special class”. (Jan) 
In contrast, Alannah recognised that: “We have a very good ASD unit in the school but 
in terms of guidance allocation to that, there is no specific allocation for the ASD unit” 
Some participants perceived that it is difficult for autistic students to access the 
guidance service because they didn’t understand the relevance of the guidance service. 
Naoise stated that: “I think from our point of view we need to be more integrated into 
the daily running of the units”. 
Alannah concurred with this stating  
“You do have to reach out to the ASD kids very much so. You do have to reach 
out to them because they don’t see you on a daily basis, they aren’t used to you 
so if I don’t see you and I’m not used to you I don’t need you.” (Alannah)    
The COVID 19 pandemic has created its own challenges for autistic students. Some 
students struggled with the absence of their structured school routine and didn’t 
engage in remote teaching and learning. Allanah described the when said:  
“At the moment I find from a guidance perspective that a lot of our autistic 
students are not actually engaging in online learning because they can’t cope 
with the change and they are finding it really difficult particularly now during 
Covid19” (Alannah) 
In addition, some of the participants highlighted the increased anxiety experienced by 
autistic students, due to the Covid19 pandemic. They described how autistic students 
with “chronic anxiety, need to be referred onto agencies such as: Child Adolescent 
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Mental Health Service (CAMHS) -or Pieta House”. Many of the participant’s reported 
that increased anxiety has inhibited autistic students’ engagement in the school system. 
Luna described a student in sixth year as an “exceptionally bright student …. but just 
doesn’t want to be there”. This concurred with research undertaken by Leaney (2018) 
which indicates that there is an increased risk of psychosis or mood problems such as 
depression and anxiety for girls with autism. 
 
4.2.4 Females with Autism 
Some of the participants also intimated that barrier to autistic students accessing the 
guidance service, is that some of them present as if they have no condition. Luna 
described the situation for one female situation: 
“She doesn’t present typically to me I guess that is a challenge in itself. This 
particular girl, she does have friends she mixes well. She struggled during the 
year with misinterpreting something a teacher said, took it up literally…. I 
don’t think the understanding was there for her.” (Luna)   
Jan noted that a late diagnosis often compounds this problem:  
“One student who was diagnosed with autism in 3rd year, experienced school 
refusal for first year. There would have been lots of meetings. I suppose on 
reflection hindsight is a great thing. If we had known her diagnosis back in 
first year things could have been different for her”. (Jan) 
 
Nollaig described the challenge for one autistic female student when she described 
how difficult it was for her to walk down the corridor amongst her peers. She described 
how an unexpected communication with a person outside her circle can lead to 
extreme emotional distress for this student often resulting in school refusal. She states:   
“It took a while to understand that she can’t hack talking to someone outside 
her circle of people she is comfortable with and until she gets to know you that 
would throw her and she might be out the following day from school”.  
(Nollaig) 
 
“She is terribly naïve and very innocent and I suppose it’s difficult to 
communicate issues that are beyond her in that kind of environment.  I really 
don’t feel that she probably gained much from the wellbeing classes.” 




4:3 Theme 2: Educating Autistic Students for their Lifespan 
The second overarching theme that emerged was the role of the guidance counsellor 
in supporting students across their lifespan. Due to the broad nature of the autism 
spectrum participants articulated a wide range of progression opportunities for autistic 
students.  The three sub themes are: 
1. Mainstream progression routes for autistic students. 
2. Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) route 
3. Challenge of transitions for autistic students 
  
4.3.1 Mainstream progression routes for autistic students. 
In relation to this subtheme, the participant practitioners high functioning students 
with autism are generally capable of progressing through the CAO system and 
attaining the points necessary for entry into Universities and Institutes of Education. 
Their students have undertaken a range of courses such as IT, Game technology 
Science, Business, Nautical science, Art colleges etc. Some of the courses chosen 
reflect the student’s hobbies or special interests.  
Many of the participants acknowledged a variety of supports such as open days, access 
programmes, disability officers, UCC PLUS, Access 21, student support officers 
provided by Universities and ITs to facilitate progression into third level. However, 
there were concerns about whether students had the necessary life skills to manage 
independent living. Luna felt  
“there is a big focus on learning difficulties, academic difficulties…. I don’t 
think that is fair because social difficulties will affect you just as much as an 
academic difficulty as you move through life”. (Luna)  
She felt that guidance counsellors need to consider how “these students are going to 
progress in their lifespan not just how they are going to progress in the five years we 
have them”. 
Nollaig concurred with this assessment saying that she felt there was a lack of forward 
planning in relation to the development of a progression plan for autistic people. She 
stated “there was no forward thinking as to where this person is going in regard to 
their career or further learning or higher education”. 
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There was a common issue amongst the participants who felt it was not enough that 
the student was successful in gaining entry to a third level institution, they also need 
to be proficient in life skills management such as: time management, personal care, 
etc and that the mainstream progression route, while it facilitated students entry into 
University it did not prepare high functioning students to be able to cope with 
University life. Nollaig said:  
 
“We have one boy who is linking in with UCC plus. He is a super kid in relation 
to science. He is capable of going forward so it’s about the other things that 
need to be put in place to support him like travelling, his mother is thinking of 
moving….in order to facilitate his College life” (Nollaig). 
 
Some of the participants noted that high functioning students are often slow to access 
the guidance service and when they do, they have a fixed mindset about progression 
options. Naoise noted that it can be a challenge to keep the students’ expectations in 
line with their abilities:  
 
“The expectation of their points wouldn’t have matched what they got in the 
end and we would have foreseen that, but they couldn’t plan around what if 
they got 100 points less…their thinking was quite fixed so it was hard to plan 
around that.” (Naoise) 
 
However, some of the participants referred to the stigmatisation of noted high 
functioning students around applying for Disability Access Route to Education 
(DARE). Allanah noted that autistic people do not associate their autism with a 
disability and as a result are reluctant to apply for DARE: 
“I had one student who didn’t apply for DARE. He is a high functioning ASD 
student maybe there was a level of stigma attached to it that he didn’t want to 
be identified with. I think he was very conscious that he didn’t like the label of 






4.3.2 Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) route 
Some of the participants noted that the LCA programme was the best pathway for their 
students as it is project based and there was the option of continuous assessment. 
Catherine had one student who chose to do culinary arts in a local FET college.  
Another of her autistic students progressed from the LCA programme to become an 
apprentice in carpentry with an employer. Similarly, Jan had some students who 
progressed from LCA to animal care.       
In contrast, Naoise felt that some of the QQI level programmes would be beneficial 
for autistic students at secondary school level, as opposed to students transitioning into 
LCA. She felt that the: 
“the timing of a two-year leaving certificate….is too short for some of the kids 
on the spectrum. I would love to see them take a few modules from QQI level 
3 and get them into QQI level 4 and QQI 5 in a piece meal way at the pace 
they are ready for”. (Naoise) 
 
Finally, many of the participants highlighted the supports provided by The Early 
Learning Network to autistic students with the transition from post primary to adult 
life. The Network provides access to vocational training, support with getting a job, 
enhancing quality of life and achieving successful inclusion in the community. 
 
4.3.3 Challenge of Transitions for Autistic Students 
Five of the six participants noted that transitions can be problematic for autistic 
students. One participant (Allanah) spoke about the fear that transitions can present 
for autistic students; “they don’t transition easily”. While Luna spoke about the 
concern of one mother who was worried about her child’s ability to “look after himself, 
he wouldn’t be great with his own personal care, wash clothes, timekeeping, he 
wouldn’t be able to go to lectures on time”. This mother recognised that although her 
child had the ability to succeed academically, he “hadn’t got the life skills to be able 
to self-manage”.  
Leslie spoke about the benefits of undertaking a Post Leaving Certificate course to 
work on personal development and to develop the necessary skills to live 
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independently. She felt if a more staggered progression experience was encouraged it 
might prevent a number of autistic students dropping out of college. 
Alannah highlighted how autistic students: 
 “can really struggle in sixth year” when they contemplate leaving the 
structured and safe environment of school”. They find that very difficult when 
they are transitioning from secondary into third level or PLC or whatever.” 
(Alannah) 
Naoise believed that as a guidance counsellor her role is “to sit with everyone’s 
expectations”, the child’s, parents and sometimes management.   
 
4:4 Theme 3: Collaboration with Stakeholders   
The final main theme relates to the participants experience of working collaboratively 
with key stakeholders inside and outside the school, including parents.  
There are two sub-themes: 
1.Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator and ASD Units. 
2.Engaging with parents of autistic students 
 
 4.4.1 Special Education Needs Co-ordinator and ASD Units  
Nearly all of the participants acknowledged the depth and breadth of knowledge of the 
Special Education Needs (SEN) Co-ordinator and in cases where there was an ASD 
unit, of the invaluable support and knowledge of the staff in the unit. For example, in 
Luna’s school the SEN-Ordinator identifies each student’s special educational need at 
the beginning of the school year and speaks about any strategies the teachers can 
employ to integrate the student into the teaching and learning experience.   
Alongside this support the participants spoke about the importance of good working 
relationships with the year heads who were very “knowledgeable” about all students 
(Jan). They spoke of the importance of a collaborative approach when dealing with 
sensitive issues such as: bullying, breakdown in friendships, communication, reading 
social que’s, identity, anxiety and dealing with transitions.  
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Jan described how collaboration with the SEN co-ordinator has given her an insight 
and confidence to work with autistic students:  
 “Working with the special needs co-ordinator in the school has given me a lot 
of information, guidance and understanding in working with autism and I think 
that the whole school approach between guidance counsellor and other 
departments is very important”. (Jan) 
 
However, some of the participants felt that it would be better to incorporate some 
training about autism and special education needs into their training as guidance 
counsellors to promote a more collaborative approach and to support the student. 
Nollaig felt that guidance counsellors “would probably need to learn a lot more about 
young people who are on the spectrum…and how we can support them going forward” 
 
4.4.2 Engaging with Parents of Autistic Students 
Many of the participants acknowledged that a key aspect of supporting autistic 
students is to collaborate with parents and develop a good working relationship with 
them. They are experts in interpreting and communicating the unique needs of their 
child. The participants experience varied, Alannah explained that parents are aware 
that “the vast amount of us mainstream teachers are not specifically trained to deal 
with students with autism”. 
Whereas, Nollaig pointed out that: 
“99% of parents are very realistic and they are experts in their child. They 
know the capabilities and they know the things they find tough…it’s about a 
conversation again it’s about collaboration and nobody has all the answers” 
(Nollaig) 
 
In contrast, Leslie expressed her frustration when at times excuses are made by parents 
of autistic students. She felt that a student “is not pushed to reach that potential, 
excuses can be made for him” because he has autism. A student “may be capable of 
higher marks in the Junior Certificate but he does not co-operate with his parents at 
home” (Leslie).  
All of the participants spoke about placing the child at the centre of the communication 
between school and home because the autistic student may mask certain behaviours in 
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school, or appear to be more capable in their home environs. Jan said “parents and 
management can have all the involvement they want but we can’t go any quicker or 
slower we have to go with the child”.  Naoise backed this up by saying: 
“the person has to inform you as to where they are at and where they want to 
go. The walk might be a bit slower, you might have a few more roads to come 
to a decision……it’s all student led” (Naoise) 
 
Interestingly, Nollaig described how as a guidance counsellor, she has had “hard 
conversations” with parents to move their expectations in line with the potential of the 
child. Naoise said: 
“we have the luxury of professional distance; we see the potential of the child 
alongside the whole spectrum of potential” and “while they may be coping at 
home in a comfortable setting, they may be experiencing challenges in 
school”. (Naoise)    
 
4:5 Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the perceptions of six guidance counsellors in relation to 
the role of the guidance counsellor in supporting autistic students at post primary level. 
The findings highlighted that many guidance counsellors provide an integrated, 
inclusive whole school guidance approach. As each autistic student presents 
differently, the approach adopted needs to accommodate their uniqueness. The path 
forward needs to be negotiated collaboratively with stakeholders while placing the 
needs of the student at the centre of the discourse.     
This concludes the extrapolation of the primary findings. Chapter 5 will discuss the 




Chapter 5: Discussion 
5.0 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to synthesise the primary research findings in relation 
to the research questions and the literature reviewed in chapter 2 (Thomas, 2013). The 
overall findings will be presented through the overarching themes that emerged in the 
study. 
 
5.1 Research Findings in Context of Research Questions 
This study adopted an interpretivist paradigm to explore the meaning, situation and 
behaviour of the guidance counsellors’ practitioners in their work with autistic 
students (O Donoghue, 2007)   
The primary question underpinning this study asked: 
What is the role of the guidance counsellor in supporting autistic students in post 
primary school? 
In order to research this question a number of secondary research questions were 
composed to frame the study. 
1.  What are the challenges, particularly for female autistic students, in post 
primary? 
2. What are the opportunities for autistic students to progress to further and 
higher education after post primary school? 
3. What type of training or CPD would benefit guidance counsellors to work with 
autistic students in post primary education?   
The research questions will be distilled through the following themes:  
1. Role of the guidance counsellor in supporting autistic students in post primary 
school. 
2. Challenges for autistic students in post primary schools. 




5.2 The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Autistic Students 
This theme will address how autism is defined and understood in the literature and 
from the perspectives of the guidance counsellors in this study. It will consider the 
professional role of the guidance counsellor in supporting autistic students in the post 
primary sector. 
 
5.2.1 Guidance Counselling Provision to Autistic Students in Post-Primary 
In carrying out this research it was necessary to define autism and Asperger’s 
syndrome. Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a highly heritable, 
neurodevelopmental disorder which leads to persistent deficits in social 
communication and social interaction, and restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, 
interests and activities. (Attwood,2015, APA 1994, WHO,1993, Lai 2014). The 
findings of this study elucidate that all of the practitioner participants recognised 
autism as a life- long condition, with a broad spectrum of neurodevelopmental 
disorders. Many of them classified underlying conditions such as ADHD, Mild 
General Learning Disability, dyspraxia or anxiety. Some noted that it can be difficult 
to recognise in some students.  They distinguished between high and low functioning 
autism, and all provided a holistic and integrated, whole school model of guidance 
service.  
Parents were identified as important stakeholders’, helping to establish the needs and 
priorities of the school guidance programme (NCGE 2014).  Hillier et al. (2007a) 
indicated that higher parental involvement and family support could lead to better 
employment outcomes for individuals with autism. The current findings indicate that 
the practitioner participants collaborate and have good working relationships with 
parents. Practitioners accept parents as experts in interpreting and communicating the 
unique needs of their child. Some participants noted, that the guidance counsellor 
plays a role in managing the expectations of parents, with the abilities of the autistic 
student. Others identified, that the guidance counsellor, may see opportunities and 
encourage pathways for an autistic student that a parent may not have thought possible.     
There was prevailing evidence in the findings, that parents and guidance counsellors, 




5.2.2 Personal Counselling  
In Ireland, the person- centred humanistic approach underpins the guidance system in 
post primary schools and distinguishes the guidance counsellor from purely 
information givers (Ali and Graham 2009, Hearne et al.2016, Mc Coy et al.2006). 
Personal guidance counselling enables students to explore their thoughts and feelings, 
and develop their decision-making skills and coping strategies to deal with potential 
behaviour or personal difficulties (DES,2005; Hearne et al (2018), NCGE,2004).This 
is particularly important for autistic students who are learning to cope with identity, 
sensory and communication challenges, mental health issues and physical and 
emotional changes brought on by adolescence. 
The National Disability Authority (NDA 2019) indicated that career guidance for 
learners with disabilities should be delivered in an individually focused person-centred 
way that has an understanding of training and employment options. Participants in the 
current study, identified that they met students for personal counselling for a number 
of different issues including: anxiety, negative thinking, fixed mindset, parental issues, 
sensory overload, subject choice, peer relationships, transferring from post primary 
into further education, as well as vocational preparation. The literature and the findings 
concurred when they identified that identity can be an acutely sensitive issue for 
autistic students as they may struggle with their diagnosis, trying to fit into the 
environment, or in the case of female students they may mask their autism to fit in 
(Dean et al.2017).  
This study indicates that guidance counsellors in Irish schools provide a multifaceted, 
flexible and available post-diagnosis support to autistic students when the guidance 
counsellor understands the needs of these students and has a willingness to provide 
this guidance counselling service. The findings indicate that the guidance counselling 
service is an effective mechanism to provide not only career information, and impartial 
advice, but a safe space for vulnerable autistic students to develop their self-concept, 





5.2.3 Early Diagnosis and Intervention 
The importance of early diagnosis and intervention emerged as an issue in the findings. 
International literature on the education of children with special needs identifies early 
intervention as essential in their support. (Parsons & Gildberg et al,2009, Cooper & 
Jacobs 2010). Timely and appropriate identification and assessment are important 
factors in ensuring the appropriate intervention commences as soon as is feasible 
(NCSE 2013, Volkmar 2014) Attwood (2015) concurs with this when he states that a 
diagnosis can be a significant positive change in other people’s expectations and 
supports. There can be an acknowledgement of the student’s exhaustion from learning 
two curricula at school: the academic curriculum and the social curriculum.  
Guidance counsellors work with the expertise of specialist school staff (NCGE ,2017) 
teachers, SEN, SNA and management to provide a holistic guidance service to 
students with special educational needs. The National Council for Special Education 
(NCSE 2007; NCSE 2013; DES, 2007, 2010) advocates a graduated approach to 
assessment of students’ special educational needs. At the first level of classroom 
support (support for all), the teacher is responsible for the assessment of students in 
the classroom and may consult, as appropriate, with other teacher colleagues or 
educational psychologists where concerns arise about the progress of individual 
students. The findings of the current study are that the guidance counsellor works very 
closely with teaching staff and year heads to identify autistic students who need a 
whole school approach. In some school’s information pertaining to autistic students is 
communicated through weekly year head, pastoral care and SEN meetings which the 
guidance counsellor attends. 
At the second level of support (support for some), assessment and intervention are 
directed at some students who require additional input. (NCSE 2013). This usually 
involves consultation with school support staff and substantial assessment by teachers, 
with possible classroom observation by the psychologist (NCSE 2013).  All of the 
participants in this study, spoke about the close working relationship with the SEN 
Co-ordinator, whose advice they would seek before working with an autistic student.  
The (NCSE (2013) recognises that a (few students) will have more severe or complex 
difficulties that need to be assessed by an educational psychologist. The purpose of 
the assessment process, as envisaged under the EPSEN Act (2004) and as 
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subsequently outlined through the NEPS Continuum of Support Guidelines (2007) is 
focused on identifying student educational needs to -develop a teaching and learning 
plan for the student.   If the autistic student remains diagnosed, he/she are at a higher 
risk developing mental difficulties such as anxiety, depression, self-harm and eating 
disorders (Rae et al., 2019). This impacts their ability to engage in the learning process 
and achieve their full potential.  
Five of the participants, felt that this level of high touch work: developing a common 
language between educationalist, clinicians, parents and young people, and the lack of 
feedback from service providers, was challenging for them.    
 
5.3 Challenges for Autistic Students in Post Primary School 
This thematic section will address some challenges pertaining to gender and social and 
communication interactions.    
 
5.3.1 Gender and Autism 
The gender issue also emerged in this study, the literature indicates that autistic girls 
have been under represented in research, the media and popular concepts of autism 
(Carpenter, 2019, Gould, 2018; Looms 2017; Happe 2016; Hendrickx 2015; Simone 
2010) and as a result they are often misdiagnosed. Under-diagnosis of girls has been 
partly due to a pattern of presentation that is different to boys and is less easy to 
recognise (Tutt 2019). In the current study, one participant (Nollaig) described females 
as outnumbered and slower to be recognised, and  males as more dominant in their 
display of  autism. This concurs with research that indicates that autistic girls are less 
vocal and less willing to ask for help (Honeybourne, 2015).     
Another participant (Alannah) spoke about the challenge of working with autistic 
females who do not present as autistic. This concurred with the findings in the 
literature, which highlighted that children with Asperger’s Syndrome who have no 
physical characteristics to indicate that they are different, and having intellectual 
ability may lead others to have high expectations with regard to their social knowledge 
(Attwood, 2015). Alannah identified struggles with maintaining peer friendships, 
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loneliness, miscommunications between the student and staff and the time involved in 
finding resolutions. This concurs with research findings which describes how females 
mask or camouflage their autism to fit in (Dean et al, 2017, p.9) and have difficulty 
with friendships (Honeybourne, 2015, Simone 2010). 
The literature indicated that autistic females are able to demonstrate reciprocal 
conversation and motivated to initiate friendships (Lai et al., 2015 Simone 2010) but 
they do no thrive under scrutiny from peers or teachers, and fold when attention is 
directed at them (Simone 2010). One participant (Nollaig) concurred with this 
literature when she described autistic girls as being more introverted in their thoughts 
and issues, she felt it was difficult to interpret what they were thinking. She described 
one student who smiles all the time, may acknowledge her on the corridor, but inside 
is struggling to cope with the interaction. 
 
5.3.2 Social Communication and Social Interaction.  
An understanding of the challenges for autistic students was reflected by all 
practitioners in this study when they particularly identified social, communication and 
sensory issues as problematic for autistic students in their care. (Attwood,1998).  
It is accepted that those on the autism spectrum find it hard to read emotional states in 
others or to understand their own feelings (Critchley 2016; Steward 2014). Extreme 
sensitivity to some kinds of sensory stimuli is common among children with AS 
(Tupper, 1999). Atwood (1998) stated that sound and touch are the most common 
sensitivities and, for many of these children, ordinary sensations are perceived as 
unbearably intense. School is not a natural environment for many on the autism 
spectrum (Tutt 2019). It is a place of noise, lots of people and an abundance of change, 
particularly at post primary level. 
This study demonstrated that autistic females do experience sensory overload in 
schools, and this manifests in different ways including: anxiety, poor behaviour, 
silence, truancy, meltdowns and mental health issues. In Irish Schools, the exclusion 
of autistic people is on the increase (Department  of Education and Skills, 2018a) this 
has worrying implications for guidance counsellors,  as it is an indicator of whether 
the needs of  an autistic students  are being met, and a predictor of how successful they 
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will be integrating into society in later life. Critchley (2016) cautioned about the 
consequences of repeatedly telling autistic girls, they are not allowed to do the things 
they do to cope, without finding an alternative way that works for them. The current 
findings show that guidance counsellors are aware of when an autistic student finds 
school distressing, and they find creative solutions, to reduce anxiety and support the 
inclusion of autistic students into their school environment.  
In the current study, the participants identified two types of outward reaction caused 
by sensory sensitivities: sensory seeking or sensory avoiding behaviour. Nollaig 
referred to a student with hypervigilance who found it very challenging to walk down 
the corridor and to be approached by a teacher. Some of the other participants noted 
that sensory issues affect autistic student’s willingness to engage in physical 
education. Two participants described incidents where they had to intervene to explain 
to a student about invading the space of other students. Interestingly, in some of the 
schools the participants described their room as a safe space for autistic student to go 
to when the school noise level became overwhelming. They also described putting 
interventions in place such as opening classrooms during lunch, staggered breaktimes, 
allowing students to leaving school early and preparing students in advance for 
changes in routine and fire drills. They indicated that flexibility, minor adjustments 
and a personalized approach make a real difference to the autistic wellbeing and 
engagement in school.    
Finally, research indicates that the social skills training that benefits autistic students 
is different from the social skills training that benefits students with other kinds of 
learning problems (Guevremont, 1990; Klin & Volkmar, 1995; Mesibov, 1992; Wing, 
1992). One participant (Luna) felt that life skills need to be explicitly taught to young 
people with autism because they assist them in maintaining positive relationship’s 
with others throughout their lives. However, she noted that it was difficult to do this 
in the classroom environment because some autistic students are not as emotionally 
mature as their peers. The current findings demonstrate that each autistic student will 
present with individual characteristics, strengths and needs. The guidance counsellor 
who understands the disorder, and what the symptoms can mean, plays a role in 
supporting autistic students to overcoming challenges, fostering relationships and acts 
as an advocate for them in school community. 
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5.4 Progression Opportunities for Autistic Students after Post Primary School 
 
This section will examine some of the educational and employment progression routes 
for students on the autistic spectrum. It will also consider some of the barriers and 
challenge’s facing autistic students as the progress from post primary education to 
further education.  
According to the IGC (2016) the holistic model of Irish guidance counselling provides 
a skilled network of professionals to assist young people with guidance and direction 
on their future career path and in promoting positive mental health (IGC, 2016). The 
guidance counsellor’s important role in supporting autistic students’ progression to 
further education, training and employment emerged in this study.  
Guidance is now strongly associated with educational and career transitions from 
school to further and higher education, training and the workforce (DES,2005; 
European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network (ELGPN), 2012). Transition to 
secondary school and beyond is challenging for autistic students as it places increased 
demands on flexibility and social communication (Tobin et al., 2012). In the past, 
some students may not have been able to cope with the transition to third level because 
the demands for greater independence skills, plus the academic and social demands of 
University might have proved too much (Attwood 2015). Hendricks (2010) has 
suggested that when students with autism are well prepared for transition from 
secondary school to adulthood, the odds for them to participate in employment are 
likely to be increased.  
One of the participants in the current study (Luna) was cognisant of this, observing an 
overemphasis on learning difficulties and lack of attention being paid to developing 
social skills. She intimated that it is important to consider how autistic students’ 
progress across their lifespan. The findings of this study and the NCSE (2016) 
identified that guidance counselling plays a key role in supporting autistic students 
who are undertaking transitions.  
Being employed involves integrating into a social network, contributing to society, 
and being less reliant upon publicly funded programmes (Roux et al., 2013). 
Successful employment increases an individual’s social status and financial 
independence and maintains a person’s physical and psychological health, it facilitates 
45 
 
contribution to society and less reliance on government funding (Blustein 2019, Scott 
et al, 2017; Fleming, Fairweather, & Leahy 2013 Dooley 2003).However, the core 
characteristics associated with autism often result in adults with autism confronting 
difficulties related to finding and securing employment (Hendrick 2010, Scott 2017). 
To counteract this, Attwood (2015) recommends that a vocational abilities assessment 
should be undertaken before the autistic person leaves secondary school to improve 
co-operative skills needed in teamwork Wehman et al. (2014) concurred with this 
suggesting that goal- oriented transition services must take place before students exit 
school. 
These findings correlated with some viewpoints that more could be done at an earlier 
age, to support autistic student’s progression into further education and training (FET). 
Again, the participants highlighted that each autistic student presents with 
individualised needs but regardless of whether they are high functioning and 
progressing to third level or presenting with additional learning needs, all of them 
require targeted social skills training to grow and improve their chances of staying in 
FET or employment.    
In the current study, the benefits of the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) was 
identified by Catherine as an option for low functioning autistic students. It is project 
based, with an option of continuous assessment and students have an opportunity to 
engage in vocational preparation and guidance which prepares them for interviews and 
employment. In contrast, another participant (Naoise) felt that the leaving certificate 
programme was too short for autistic students, and that QQI level programmes would 
provide a more beneficial progression route. The National Learning Network was also 
a progression option mentioned by participants. 
The findings also indicate that with guidance counselling and parental support high 
functioning, autistic students, can progress to Higher Education and do engage in a 
range of courses such as IT, game technology, science, business, nautical science and 
art course. Some students have progressed to apprenticeships in carpentry or culinary 
arts. The HE courses that were chosen by autistic students often reflect their special 
interests: nautical, IT, music, science, etc. This concurs with the research by 
Bissonnette (2016)  which cautions that when working with autistic students, guidance 
professionals must exploring interests and understand how autism impacts a specific 
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student to determine the type of work environment that will be most conducive to his 
or her success. 
The National Council for Curriculum Assessment (NCCA) recommends collaboration 
between the guidance counsellor and external organisations in the delivery of personal, 
social and career development (NCCA, 2017). 
All of the participants, in this study had established links with access and disability 
officers in various colleges, and FET institutions. However, they cited personal care 
needs, independent living and the demands of integrating socially, into third level as 
obstacles for the autistic student. Some participants indicated that parents were 
prepared to relocate nearer to the student’s college to provide support in budgeting, 
self- care and organizational aspects of college, this practice was recommended in 
the literature reviewed (Attwood ,2015).Some of the participants (Luna, Naoise) 
noted that a targeted social skills and vocational programme needs to  be provided 
for autistic students and that expecting autistic students to fit into a two-year senior 
cycle programme is unrealistic. This concurs with literature, Sacks (2003) cautions 
that “No two people with autism is the same: its precise form or expression is 
different in every case” therefore “autism theory is a theory only and may not reflect 
autistic reality”. (Sacks, p. 23). The findings  indicate that in rolling out a whole 
school guidance plan (NCGE 2017)  more can be done to adapt the environment to 
the individual needs of autistic students.    
  
 
5.5 Conclusion  
This chapter has critically discussed three overarching themes: the role of the guidance 
counsellor in relation to supporting autistic students at post primary level, challenges 
for autistic students and progression opportunities for autistic students after post 
primary. Chapter 6 will conclude the research study and propose recommendations 




Chapter 6: Conclusion  
6.0 Introduction 
This chapter provides a conclusion to the study. It presents an overview of the key 
findings, the strengths and limitations of the study and puts forward a number of 
recommendations for further research. The researcher’s reflexivity is considered and 
her own personal learning are discussed. 
 
6.1 Overview of Key Findings 
The overall aim of this research study was to explore the role of the guidance 
counsellor practitioner in supporting autistic students at post primary level. Through 
employing an interpretivist approach the experiences of six professional guidance 
practitioners was explored to identify the nature of their role in supporting autistic 
students in their schools 
Irish Government policy advocates inclusive practice and has created a broader remit 
to enable all learners to “participate fully in their school community where difference 
is accommodated and celebrated “  (DES 2007, p.38).The literature review identified 
that 1.5% of the Irish school going population has a diagnosis of autism (NCSE 
2016).This prevalence may be due to an actual rise in the numbers on the spectrum or 
due to a refinement of  diagnostic practices (Simone 2010, Happe 2019).In the 1940s 
boys predominated in the first descriptions of autism,  by Leo Kanner and Hans 
Asperger, and until recently the data indicated that more boys than girls are diagnosed 
with autism (APS 1994).However, Loomes et al. (2017) have concluded that the best 
estimate of male to female ratio from good epidemiological studies is 3:1. 
Furthermore, girls are less likely to be diagnosed than boys when they show the same 
behavioural symptoms and need additional red flags such as an intellectual disability 
or behavioural  problem to be identified for autism diagnosis (Dworzynski et al. 2012, 
Russell et al. 2011).  
This study elucidated that the practitioner participants recognised autism as a life- long 
condition, with a broad spectrum of neurodevelopmental disorders.  The practitioners 
identified social, communication and sensory issues as problematic for autistic 
students in their care. They also identified a need for CPD on progression routes to 
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explore ways to support their autistic students to progress into FET, HE and 
employment. 
Some of the participants expressed an interest in perusing further education in autism 
studies, to gain a deeper understanding of the challenges for autistic student’s 
particular females in accessing the school guidance service. All of the participants, 
demonstrated a holistic, whole- school model of guidance incorporating personal, 
social, educational and career guidance (Hearne and Gavin, 2014: NCGE,2004) and 
they demonstrated an integrated approach by engaging with the whole school 
community and collaborating with stakeholders (DES, 2005a, 2012; IGC 2008)  
Overall, the findings of this study illustrate that the guidance counsellor who 
understands autism and how autistic students identify and who recognises autism in 
females, provides a multifaceted, flexible and available post-diagnosis support, to 
assist the inclusion of autistic students into the school environment. This type of model 
is necessary across all secondary schools to support autistic students. It is high touch 
work and the guidance practitioner needs resources that will support and enable them 
to deliver this service.    
 
6.2 Strengths and Limitations of the Study 
6.2.1 Strengths 
This study has a number of strengths. Firstly, the interpretivist paradigm enabled an 
understanding of the participants experiences of working from a whole school 
approach with autistic students. This may not have been achieved by a quantitative 
study (Cohen et al., 2011).Secondly, the study demonstrates that the holistic model of 
guidance incorporating personal and social, educational and career guidance (Hearne 
and Gavin, 2014; NCGE, 2004) is beneficial in meeting the challenges presented by 
the broad nature of the autism spectrum in students in school. Thirdly, the study 
explored an under- represented topic in Irish guidance practice, that of females on the 
autism spectrum. This may help guidance practitioners to recognise autism in females, 
and support them to cope more fully within their school environment. Finally, the 
study was enhanced by sampling participants from a variety of secondary school 





There also are a number of limitations in this study. Firstly, this was a small-scale 
qualitative study which was limited to telephone interviews due to COVID 19 
pandemic, therefore it cannot be generalised to a wider population. However, the 
findings may be typical of other guidance counselling settings in Irish Secondary 
Schools. Secondly, the experiences and perceptions of the researcher may be an issue 
in terms of subjective bias. The researcher addressed this through adopting a rigorous 
approach and reflexivity throughout the process (Bryman, 2012). Thirdly, the 
guidance counselling practitioners who were interviewed, delivered a holistic 
guidance service and engaged with autistic students. Some practitioners, declined the 
invitation to participate in the study, citing that they did not engage with students in 
the ASD unit. Further research, would be beneficial to explore this particular element 
of professional practice. Finally, the use of solely female participants in this study has 
likely led to a biased understanding of the role of the guidance counsellor in this 
context.        
 
6.3. Recommendations  
Resulting from the findings of this study, the following recommendations with regard 
to future policy practice and research are put forward: 
For Policy: 
1. There is a need for colleges to ensure that the professional training programmes 
are facilitating adequate competencies in graduates to work with individuals 
with autism across the lifespan. 
2. To develop specific legislation with regard to autism which enshrines the rights 
of people with autism, which is based on the Charter of Rights for Persons with 





1. A key issue identified in this study is the identification of female autistic 
students in post primary. Therefore, it is recommendation of this study, that 
CPD should be provided for guidance counsellors, to identify the signs of 
autism in females, to challenge our stereotypes, and to stop the unproductive 
pattern of misdiagnosis. It is hoped that a greater understanding of female 
autism will allow them to receive better recognition and understanding, and 
thus have a more positive school experience.    
2. It is recommended that life skills need to be explicitly taught to students with 
autism. Effective social skills interventions should be made available to 
autistic students to help to develop friendships and prepare for the world of 
work. Great care should be taken to secure placement opportunities that will 
maximise the student’s potential. (Attwood 2015, Bissonnette 2016).  
3. Parents are identified as key stakeholders in a whole school approach to 
guidance counselling. This is especially true of parents of autistic students. 
Therefore, this study endorses the importance of regular consultations between 
care givers and the guidance practitioner. 
 
For Research: 
1. Qualitative research exploring the lived experiences of autistic girls is needed 
to complimented quantitative research in order to develop better tools for 
recognition and better interventions to help girls on the spectrum live the lives 
they want, and achieve the goals that matter to them. 
2. This study recommends that a large- scale study be undertaken on the issue of 
support and progression for autistic students in secondary education using a 
mixed methods approach and involving some key stakeholders such as 
guidance counsellors, SEN staff, parents and students. 
 
6.4. Reflexivity in Relation to Personal Learning 
Reflexivity has been an important element of this qualitative study and has made the 
researcher aware of her own stance on issues that have impacted upon the research. 
The researcher had her own biases’, assumptions and attitudes towards autism and the 
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role of the guidance counsellor (Thomas,2009). Thus, a reflexive approach was 
adopted by her throughout the study in using different techniques to support her work, 
including research diary (Appendix F), the use of a critical friend, discussions with the 
research supervisor and professional counselling (Bryman,2012). 
The researcher was taken aback by the broadness of the autism spectrum and the depth 
and breadth of individual student needs. Students with classic autism and underlying 
conditions need a skill set that is at times similar, but often different to students who 
present with high functioning autism. The study indicated that students with high 
functioning autism are often slower to access the school guidance service, and do not 
apply for DARE as they fear negative stereotypes. This concurs with some of the 
findings in the literature, which indicates that females mask their autism to fit in (Dean 
et al., 2017) and these camouflaging or compensating strategies leave girls exhausted, 
which has negative consequences for their mental health (Livingston et al. 2018) As a 
guidance counsellor, I hope to bring empathy, understand and good listening practices 
to support autistic students. I will endeavour to collaborate and advocate on their 
behalf.  
         
6.5 Conclusion 
This chapter concludes this exploratory study of the roles of the guidance counsellor 
in relation to autistic students in secondary school. It has provided an overview of the 
main findings of the research in the context of the original aims and objectives of the 
study. Additionally, it has discussed the strengths and limitations of the, provided a 
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Appendix A  
Subject information Letter 
 
 
Subject Information Letter (Guidance Counsellor)  
Date:  
 
EHSREC no. 2020_02_47_EHS (ER) 
 
Research title: The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Autistic 
Students in Post Primary School. 
 
Dear Guidance Counsellor, 
I am a student of the MA in Guidance Counselling and Lifespan Development 
programme in the School of Education, University of Limerick, under the supervision 
of Dr. Lucy Hearne. I am undertaking a research study on a topic related to guidance 
counselling. 
 
In my research I aim to explore the role of the Guidance Counsellor in supporting 
autistic students in post primary school.  In order to gather information on the topic I 
would appreciate if you would agree to participate in a face-to-face audio-taped 
interview.  The interview will take approximately 45-60 minutes and be held in a 
confidential location agreeable to you.  
 
All information gathered will be held in the strictest of confidence and pseudonyms 
will be used to ensure anonymity.  Interviews will be audio tape recorded and the 
data will be destroyed after the analysis process.  Participation in the study is 
voluntary and participants can withdraw from the research at any time prior to the 
data analysis phase.  The results from this research study will be reported in my final 
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dissertation and may also be disseminated through other professional publications 




The collected data will be stored in a secure location approved by the University of 
Limerick.  It is important to note that your name will not be used in the reporting of 
the research.  If you have any queries or require further any further information on 
the research study, please contact me or my supervisor: 
 
Researcher: Michelle Cooke Supervisor:   Dr. Lucy Hearne 
Email:  18151361@ul.ie    Tel. No.:     061 202931  
Email: Lucy.hearne@ul.ie  
    
 
This research has received Ethical approval from the Education and Health Sciences 
Research Ethics Committee (2020_02_47_EHS).  If you have any concerns about 
this study and wish to contact someone independent you may contact: 
 
Chairman Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
EHS Faculty Office 
University of Limerick 












EHS RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE  
PARTICIPANT CONSENT 
 
Title of Study: The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Autistic Students in Post 
Primary School.  
 
Should you agree to participate in this study please read the statements below 
and if you agree to them, please sign the consent form. 
 
• I have read and understood the participant information sheet.  
• I understand what the project is about, and what the results will be used for.  
• I understand that what the researchers find out in this study may be shared with others 
but that my name will not be given to anyone in any written material developed. 
• I am fully aware of what I will have to do, and of any risks and benefits of the study.  
• I know that I am choosing to take part in the study and that I can stop taking part in the 
study at any stage without giving any reason to the researchers. 
 
This study involves audio recording of the interview. Please tick the appropriate box 
 
• I am aware that my participation in this study may be recorded (audio) 
and I agree to this. However, if I feel uncomfortable at any time I can ask 
that the recording equipment be switched off.  I understand that I can ask 
for a copy of my recording.  I understand what will happen to the 
recordings once the study is finished.  
 
• I do not agree to being audio recorded in this study.  
 
 





After considering the above statements, I consent to my involvement in this research project. 
 
 
Name: (please print): __________________________ 
 
 
Signature: ___________________________________ Date: ______________ 
 
 









EHS RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
 
Data Protection Consent Section: Individual Interview 
I, the undersigned, declare that I am freely giving specific, informed and an unambiguous 
consent to the University to process my Personal Data for the purposes of undertaking the 
research project entitled The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Autistic Students 
in Post Primary School.         
 
• contents of the Research Privacy Notice, which is 
appended at Appendix 1 of this Consent form and I 
explicitly consent to my personal data being 
processed in line with this Research Privacy Notice. 
 
• I explicitly consent to the University contacting 
me as part of current or similar future research and 
holding my contact details on its database for the 
purpose of contacting me.  










_______________________                              ____________________                ___________ 
Name of participant [IN CAPITALS]           Signature                                    Date 
 
For participants unable to sign their name, mark the box instead of signing 
 















2.  Note: The form only needs to be witnessed in very specific circumstances e.g. if the person giving 
consent is unable to sign their name.  The witness section may be omitted if this does not apply. 
 
I have witnessed the accurate reading of the consent form with the potential participant and the individual 
has had the opportunity to ask questions. I confirm that the individual has given consent freely. 
 
______________             _________           ____________________        _________              __ 
Name of witness [IN CAPITALS]           Signature                                     Date 
 
3. 
I have accurately read out the information sheet to the potential participant and, to the best of my ability, 
ensured that the participant understands to what they are freely consenting. 
 
_______________________                        ___________________      _    ________               __    





RESEARCH PRIVACY NOTICE 
(UL template Version 3:  05-07-19) 
 
This Privacy Notice governs the use and storage of your personal data by the 
University of Limerick (the University). The processing of this data is carried out in 
accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) / Data Protection 
Acts 1988-2018 (“Data Protection Law”) and in accordance with this Data Protection 
Privacy Notice. The University is the Data Controller for personal data we process 
about you.  
 
The purpose of this Data Protection Privacy Notice is to explain how the 
University uses and processes personal data we collect and hold about you 
as a research participant (“you”, “your”). This notice extends to all your 
personal data as defined under Article 2(1) of the General Data Protection 
Regulation (EU) 2016/679. 
 
1. Title and Purpose of the research project 
 
1.1 The role of the guidance counsellor in supporting autistic students in post 
primary. 
 
1.2 The purpose of this study is to explore the Role of the Guidance Counsellor in 
supporting Female Autistic students in Post-Primary school. 
  
2.  Research Ethics Committee 
 
2.1 Ethical approval was granted by the EHS Research Ethics Committee on 
17/02/2020. 
 
3. Identity of the Data Controller(s) 
 
3.1 The Data Controller/Joint Controllers is/are: 





4. Identity and Contact Details of the Data Protection Officer of the 
Data Controller(s)/ 
4.1 You can contact the University of Limerick’s Data Protection Officer at 
dataprotection@ul.ie or by writing to Data Protection Officer, Room A1-073, 
University of Limerick, Limerick.   
 
5.  The Identity of the Principal Investigator  
 
5.1 The Principal Investigator for this Research Project is Dr. Lucy Hearne, 
Course Director of Master of Arts in Guidance Counselling and Lifespan 
Development.  
 
6. Why the University Holds Your Personal Data 
 
6.1 The University must process your personal data in order to undertake 
research relating to the Role of the Guidance Counsellor in supporting autistic 
students in Post -Primary school.  
 
7. Research Participant Personal Data held by the University 
 
7.1 You provide us with your personal data to enable us to undertake the research 
project. Participation in this research project is voluntary and participants may 
withdraw without giving any reason.  Should you wish to withdraw you may do 
so by contacting the Principal Investigator at lucy.hearne@ul.ie or writing to 
her at Dr. Lucy Hearne, Room CM053, School of Education, University of 
Limerick. 
 
7.2 The categories of personal data collected/recorded may include: name, 
email, phone number.  
 
 
8. Lawful Basis for University Processing Personal Data  
 
 
8.1 Data Protection Law requires that the University must have a valid lawful basis 
in order to process personal data.  
 
8.2 The University will rely on your explicit consent in order to process your 
personal data for research purposes. Consent must be freely given, specific, 
informed and an unambiguous indication of your wishes by which you (by a 
statement or by a clear affirmative action) signify agreement to the processing 
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of personal data relating to you. Your decision not to consent will have no 
adverse consequences for you. 
8.3 You are free to withdraw this consent and you can do so by contacting 
the Principal Investigator at the following email address 
Lucy.hearne@ul.ie . 
 
9. Protecting Your Personal Data 
 
9.1 Reasonable appropriate administrative, technical, personnel procedural and 
physical measures are employed to safeguard Personal Data against loss, 
theft and unauthorised uses access, uses or modifications.  
 
9.2 All researchers of the University must adhere to the University’s Data 
Protection Policy when processing Personal Data on behalf of UL (available 
at www.ul.ie/dataprotection). Non adherence to the University’s Data 
Protection Policy may lead to disciplinary action.  
 
9.3     Personal data collected for this research project will be pseudonymised within 
1 week after collection and will fully be anonymised within 3 months.  Truly 
anonymised data is not Personal Data. Once data is anonymised for the 
purposes of this research project, the terms of this Privacy Notice will no 
longer apply. 
 
10. Sharing Your Personal Data with Third Parties 
 
10.1 The University will not disclose your personal data to third parties. 
 
 
12. Retention of your Personal Data  
 
12.1 All Personal Data collected for this research project will be retained in 
accordance with the University’s Records Management and Retention Policy. 
The Retention Policy currently states a retention period of 7 years (August 
2027). Where the personal data collected for this research will be held for a 
longer/shorter period, this should be stated here. Note that truly anonymised 
data is not personal data. 
 




13.1 Depending on the legal basis which we rely on to process your Personal Data, 
you may have the right to request that we: 
• provide you with information as to whether we process your data and 
details relating to our processing, and with a copy of your personal data; 
• rectify any inaccurate data we might have about your without undue delay; 
• complete any incomplete information about you; 
• under certain circumstances, erase your Personal Data without undue 
delay; 
• under certain circumstances, be restricted from processing your data; 
• under certain circumstances, furnish you with the Personal Data which you 
provided us within a structured, commonly used and machine readable 
format; 
 
13.2 Requests for any of the above should be addressed by email to the Principal 
Investigator at lucy.hearne@ul.ie AND the Data Protection Officer at 
dataprotection@ul.ie. Your request will be processed within 30 days of 
receipt. Please note, however, it may not be possible to facilitate all requests, 
for example, where the University is required by law to collect and process 
certain personal data including that personal information that is required of 
any research participant. 
 
13.3 It is your responsibility to let the Principal Investigator know if your contact 
details change. 
 
14.  Queries, Contacts, Right of Complaint 
14.1 Further information on Data Protection at the University of Limerick may be 
viewed at www.ul.ie/dataprotection. You can contact the Data Protection 
Officer at dataprotection@ul.ie or by writing to Data Protection Officer, Room 
A1-073, University of Limerick, Limerick. 
 
14.2 You have a right to lodge a complaint with the Office of the Data Protection 
Commissioner (Supervisory Authority). While we recommend that you raise 
any concerns or queries with us first at the following email address 
Lucy.Hearne@ul.ie], you may contact that Office at info@dataprotection.ie or 
by writing to the Data Protection Commissioner, Canal House, Station Road, 
Portarlington, Co. Laois. 
 
15.  Review  
15.1 This Privacy Notice will be reviewed and updated from time to time to take into 
account changes in the law and the experience gained from the Notice in 









EHS REC NO: 2020_02_47 EHS (ER)  
Research Title: The role of the guidance counsellor in supporting students with 
autism at post primary level. 
 
Introduction: Establish ground rules and outline ethical considerations including 
confidentiality. Initiate interview. 
 
Section one: Background information: 
1. What type of school do you work in? 
2. How long are you a qualified and practising guidance counsellor? 
3. How long are you in your current position? 
4. Are you a subject teacher as well as a guidance counsellor? 
5. If yes, what subject do you teach? 
6.  What is the current guidance allocation? 
7.  Is there a whole school guidance approach? 
 
Section two: Identifying the guidance counsellors’ awareness of autism  
1. Does your school have a policy on supporting students with diverse needs 
such as Autism? 
2. What do you understand by the term autism? 
3. What has been your experience of working with autistic students? 




5. Are you aware of any barriers an autistic student may have accessing 
education and guidance counselling? 
6.  What particular challenges if any might an autistic female student face in 
post primary education? 
7. Have any of the autistic students that you have worked with experienced 
school refusal?  
8. What aspects of your training as a guidance counsellor have helped to 
prepare you for working with autistic students?  
 
Section three: Identifying examples of best practice  
1. Can you describe any examples of best practice programmes or initiatives to 
support autistic students in your school? 
2. In what ways do you balance the needs of autistic students, with the 
expectations of parents and the demands of management? 
3. Describe any situations where you have helped autistic students deal with a 
mental health issue? 
4. Describe any situations where you have helped an autistic student with a 
social problem? 
5. Tell me about any measures that you have put in place in school to make the 
school environment more autism friendly? 
6. Can you tell me about any whole school initiatives in place to promote 
autism awareness? 
7. What outside agencies do you refer autistic students to either locally, national 
or internationally? 
8. Can you describe any supports offered by other team members to scaffold 
your work with autistic students? 
 
Section four: Identifying further education or career pathways  
1. Do you have an insight into what further education or third level 




2. Describe any transfer programme in place to support autistic students 
who are entering post-primary or if not, do you think such a 
programme would be helpful for students? 
3. What supports are available in FET or third level institutions that 
might support an autistic student with their transition from Primary to 
Post Primary? 
4. Did you receive any training or CPD on autism as a guidance 
counsellor? 
If yes, what did this training entail? 
5. What type of training do you think would benefit guidance 
counsellors on autism? 
 
Additional: 
Is there anything that you feel we have we haven’t covered that you would like to 






This research has received Ethical approval from the Education and Health Sciences 
Research Ethics Committee. 
 If you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact someone independent, 
you may contact:  
Chairman Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
EHS Faculty Office, 
University of Limerick, 





Extract from Interview Analysis 
 
Allanah: As a guidance counsellor I would have had students maybe in sixth 
year that have an ASD diagnosis and I would have dealt with them on 
a one to one basis in relation to their CAO and their career guidance 
but I haven’t had any student really from a counselling perspective in 
guidance this year anyway.  My previous school didn’t have an autistic 
unit so this is my first year dealing with autistic kids really. 
                         
                        Code: one to one guidance   
 
Interviewer: So, you have no structured hours in the ASD unit as a guidance 
counsellor? 
 
Allanah: No not at all.  You just come across the students with ASD in sixth year 
the same as any other student when they come to you with DARE forms 
and DARE applications and their one to one career guidance sessions 
with you and you come across them in that situation.  In one particular 
situation we had a student with ASD.  He is in fifth year.  He was very 
panicked about the future, his job and his options and that kind of thing 
and I would have met with him on two or three occasions with his 
mother to kind of reassure him that he has lots of options after leaving 
certificate and that he didn’t need to panic about it.  I find these children 
can be very panicky about the leaving certificate.  I suppose they buy 
into the hysteria of exams and I suppose teachers talking about exams 
quite a lot and they find that very overwhelming, the pressure.  I find 
sometimes you come across this big hill in that scenario that they are 
quite panicked about the future.  The school is very much a safe haven 
for them and when they get to sixth year they can really struggle 
because they know now, they have to leave school and that has been a 
very structured environment for them for a number of years.  It’s kind 
of like they are leaving behind their ASD co-ordinator, the teachers that 
they have had all the time in the ASD unit, their SNA’s, that kind of 
thing.  They find that very difficult when they are transitioning from 
secondary into third level or PLC or whatever. 
 
                        Code: Vocational guidance- DARE, Higher Education versus FET 
options. Personal guidance: anxiety about transition, exams and future 
career. Collaboration with parent to explore options. 
                        Memo: High touch work- anxiety, sense of overwhelm, fear for the 
future, leaving the safety of structured school environment. Leaving the 
security of SNA   
 
Interviewer: Ya, I know and I’m kind of finding that with the different interviews 
that are coming up.  It’s an area that people are highlighting all the time, 
the anxiety and the stress and transition and what do we have in place 




Allanah: We have a very supportive and a very good ASD unit in the school but 
in terms of actual guidance allocation to that there is no specific 
guidance allocation for the ASD unit. 
 
                        Code: No guidance allocation in ASD unit   
 
Interviewer: That’s what I am finding. 
 We will now go onto the next question. 
 Are you aware of any barriers an autistic student may have accessing 
education and guidance counselling in your school? 
 
Allanah: No.  I think they know that we exist and they know that we are available 
to them.  No there wouldn’t be any barriers as such I just think unless 
you literally landed yourself in front of them and explained who you 
are, they won’t look for you.  Does that make sense.   
 
Interviewer: So, you have to reach out to them? 
 
Allanah: You do have to reach out to the ASD kids very much so.  You do have 
to reach out to them because they don’t see you on a daily basis, they 
aren’t used to you so if I don’t see you and I’m not used to you I don’t 
need you.  That’s probably the way they see it the vast majority of them.  
So, you do have to reach out to them.  Explain who you are and what 
your purpose is and then you will find particularly the sixth-year 
students that are linked with the ASD unit they will engage with you 
alright.  But they will only do it when they see everyone else is doing 
it as well.  I find that myself actually. 
 
                        Memo: A need to reach out to autistic students, explain the purpose of 
the guidance role. 
 
Interviewer: That’s interesting isn’t it.  There is kind of a safety in knowing other 
people are doing it.  To go and do it yourself would be difficult. 
 
Allanah: From my experience of ASD kids, there is only 3 or 4 of them in sixth 
year this year they were highly functioning ASD students who would 
have been in a lot of mainstream classes and would have fairly good 
communication skills so they wouldn’t struggle but still and all I 
noticed that they didn’t come to me until later in the year and an awful 
lot of them were set in what they were planning to do and they were 
coming to me just for a bit of reassurance more than anything else. 
                        Code: High functioning integrating well into mainstream  
                        Memo: Reassurance  
 
Interviewer: What they had planned then when you met with them was it appropriate 
or was it kind of an idea of something they had in their head but they 
hadn’t actually read into it to know if it suited them? 
 
Allanah: 2 or 3 students that I dealt with had very much researched everything 
and they knew a lot about it but when it came to applying to DARE I 
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had one student who didn’t want to apply for DARE as an ASD student 
and he didn’t.  Perhaps because he is a highly functioning ASD student 
maybe there was a level of stigma attached to it that he didn’t want to 
be identified with.  I found that interesting.  He is a very highly 
functioning ASD student and you would be forgiven for mistaking that 
he isn’t, do you know what I mean a student with ASD but he was.   I 
think he was very conscious of the fact and he didn’t like the label of it 
so he actually chose not to apply for DARE as an ASD student.  There 
were one to two others then that you would explain to them about 
DARE and what was off-putting to them at times was the fact that 
DARE stands for Disability Access Route to Education.  They don’t 
see themselves as people with disabilities so that sometimes was a bit 
of a difficulty there trying to explain to them that it mightn’t necessarily 
be a disability as to what we would associate being a traditional 
disability like maybe being in a wheelchair or something like that.  I 
was trying to explain to them that it was students with medical 
problems and you are broadening the catchment phrase for what a 
disability actually meant and sometimes they struggled with that and 
didn’t like it.  You could tell they didn’t like the association of ASD 
being a disability because they don’t see it as being a disability. 
                        Code: Vocational DARE, Personal- Don’t identify as disabled. 
                        Memo: Stigma, difficulty recognising them as disabled.  
 
Interviewer: So, when they identify as autistic, they don’t see it as a disability.  They 
identify with autism.  Isn’t that interesting.   
 
Allanah: It is actually in fairness.  I mean like I said it’s not like I had a huge 
amount of students from the ASD unit in terms of guidance but they 
were just some of the observations where I found non ASD students 
were more concerned if they would benefit from it they couldn’t care 
less what it was called where ASD students kind of hone in on small 
things and the small detail you know.     
Code: Fixed mind set 
Memo: How individual autistics students identify  
 
Interviewer: It was important to them that’s very interesting. 
 Have you worked with autistic female students? What particular 
challenges if any might an autistic female student face in post primary? 
 
Allanah: The only student I have worked with autism was a student in first year 
through my guidance wellbeing classes.  I am teaching her English as 
well.  She has a very low reading age.  I think she has a reading ability 
of a 5-year-old.  She is low functioning ASD.  The difficulties in that 
situation is wellbeing is very much linked to SPHE and sometimes you 
are teaching things about personal hygiene and you are talking about 
how to keep yourself fit and anti-bullying strategies and stuff like that 
and there is a naivety to this particular student that is far beyond what 
you would expect from a second level student of her age.  She is terribly 
naïve and very innocent and I suppose it’s difficult to communicate 
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issues that are beyond her in that kind of environment.  I really don’t 
feel that she probably gained much from the wellbeing classes.   
Code: Classroom guidance- wellbeing. Low functioning autism, 
developmental age, student readiness, guidance for some. 
Memo: Individual needs of autistic students 
 
Interviewer: So, she is integrated with her peers then in a mainstream SPHE class? 
 
Allanah: Ya well it’s not an SPHE class it’s a wellbeing class that we had for 
them but they did wellbeing and SPHE in first year.  I think a lot of it 
would have went over her head.  I suppose the challenge for you as a 
teacher teaching wellbeing, anti-bullying or health and safety to her 
you would have to go to her level.  You would have to go down to her 
during the class and the SNA would be brilliant to support that but you 
would have to go down to her during the class and sit with her and 
explain to her in simpler language in a way that she could understand.  
I suppose it’s trying to have the student in the class like the other 
students are very good to her actually and very nice to her.  They would 
support her and kind of look out for her but not make her look out to 
be different or make her feel different.  As a class you need to look after 
each other.  I suppose the ASD unit would be absolutely incredible with 
her she would spend a lot of time in it.  They would be really good to 
communicate issues to her but it’s very much a primary school level 
that you would have to communicate to her.  I don’t have very much 
experience because I am not trained as a primary school teacher and I 
found that a bit challenging but overall, it was fine.  You would have 
other people around you supporting your work like SNA’s and ASD 
teachers themselves in the unit.  Sometimes I found visual aids for the 
likes of her would be very beneficial in communicating important 
issues to her.   
Code: Social skills training based on individual needs of ASD student, 
communication and support of ASD staff.     










Extract from Research Diary 
 
 
Interview 1: Alannah 
This was my first telephone and I was conscious that I couldn’t see the facial 
expressions of the interviewee or read their body language. I was also anxious that I 
had too many questions that I might be taking up too much time of the interviewees 
time. Allanah works in a large mixed school with an ASD unit. She spoke about the 
vocational aspect of guidance and meeting with autistic students in 6th year to go 
through the DARE application. She also noted that students with high function autism 
have a stigma around the DARE application that the guidance practitioner needs to 
work through. She noted that they don’t identify as a person with a disability. She 
spoke about how overwhelming it can be for autistic students as they contemplate 
progressing to FET and 3rd level.  She gave examples of the acute anxiety that an 
autistic student can feel as they prepare to leave the structured environment of the 
school, and prepare to disengage from the secure relationships they have built with 
staff. Some of the mental health issues go beyond the capabilities of guidance service 
in school she mentioned referrals made to CAMHS, Jigsaw and Pieta House. She noted 
that she is not timetabled in the ASD unit and felt that this is something that needed to 
be addressed to roll out a holistic guidance programme. 
She spoke about the challenges of teaching a blended learning programme of 
wellbeing and felt that social skills could be taught better to autistic students in smaller 
groups. She noted that parents can be very supportive and understanding and helpful 
when identifying supports. Similarly, to other participants Naoise acknowledged the 
SEN department and the close working relationship. It was interesting to hear 
examples of autistic students who developed their specialist interests into 
opportunities for FET.I really got a sense in this interview about the broad spectrum 






Interview 2: Catherine 
Catherine was extremely generous with her time and reassured me that the questions 
were interesting and thought provoking. She has co-ordinated LCA and transition year 
programmes. Her experiences working with autistic students in LCA and progressing 
to apprenticeships was very beneficial. She was conscious that she is new to the role 
of guidance counsellor, therefore she felt her experience working with autistic students 
in the unit may be limited.      
 
Interview 3: Jan 
This was my last interview, and I felt confident in my abilities at this point and jubilant 
that I had reached this part of the process. Jan is a full- time guidance counsellor in a 
busy all-girls school with over 750 pupils. She had a wealth of experience working 
with autistic students. One of the interesting points that struck me was that the 
guidance provision was timetabled for the students who had special educational needs. 
This had not always been the case and the delivery of classroom guidance through 
priority units of learning was working well in the school. 
Jan spoke about the importance of early diagnosis and recognising females with autism 
at an early stage to scaffold their learning and support them socially and emotionally. 
She addressed occasions where this had not happened and spoke about the negative 
impact that a late diagnosis had for female students. She spoke about the individual 
needs of autistic females and again spoke about meeting the person not just the 
condition. 
 
Interview 4: Luna 
Luna works in a co-educational mixed DEIS school with over 500 hundred students. 
She has a family member who has autism and this personal insight with her 
professional teaching and guidance prospective was very enlightening. She spoke 
about the vulnerabilities of social interactions for autistic students and the challenge 
of bullying. She identified that as a guidance practitioner she was involved in helping 
autistic students understand social queues. She illustrated examples of interventions to 
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develop inclusion among peers. She adopted a motto of “Working with the student not 
his condition” and highlighted that often we expect the person with autism to adapt to 
our environment as opposed to changing and adapting some of our norms and 
behaviours to accommodate autistic people. In her role as guidance counsellor, she 
appeared to be an advocate for autistic people and a catalyst for change.    
She reflected about preparing autistic students for their lifespan. She noted that 
academic achievements weren’t enough in themselves, students needed to be prepared 
with adequate life skills that would sustain them in their friendships in further 
education, work and society. She has a genuine compassion and empathy for autistic 
students, values that I admired and would like to being into my guidance practice.   
 
Interview 5: Nollaig 
We established a rapport early in the interview. Nollaig had a vast experience of 
working with students as a teacher, psychotherapist and guidance practitioner. She 
spoke about some of the hypervigilant female students that she has worked with and 
the communication and sensory challenges they experience. She brought a wealth of 
knowledge to the interview in relation to mental health issues. She spoke about the 
strengths of working collaboratively with stakeholders to design a whole school plan 
that addresses the needs of students with autism. She emphasized the importance of 
CPD for guidance counsellors and believed that it would be beneficial to include 
training on the needs of autistic students in the Masters programme for guidance and 
lifespan education. She was curious about what prompts a parent or guardian to choose 
and second level school and she felt that research on the ratio of autistic children 
attending voluntary secondary and ETB schools would be beneficial for policy 
makers.      
 
Interview 6: Naoise 
Naoise has over twenty years of experience working as a guidance counsellor. Her 
school opened an ASD unit 6 years ago. Before engaging in the interview, Naoise had 
researched courses that might upskill her to support autistic students. In recent years, 
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she noticed that she had engaged with more autistic students and consequently felt this 
was an area of her professional practice that she would like to enhance.  
She noted how challenging the school term is for autistic students and she highlighted 
issues such as transition, progression planning, stigma around autism and balancing 
the challenges of parents and students. She also cited examples of best practice 
undertaken in her role as guidance counsellor. She spoke about the resistance some 
high functioning students and their parents have about applying for DARE. I had to 
listen back to the interview a number of times as it was rich in description and insight. 
I felt very grateful that Naoise took the time to share the richness of her experience 





Mapping Emerging Themes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
